Black smokers more prone to lung cancer
in study that finds racial, ethmc disparity

By ROB STEIN
The Washington Post

WASHINGTON — Blacks are
much more likely than whites to
get lung cancer from smoking cig-
arettes, according to a large study
that provides significant new evi-
dence in the debate over whether
race plays an important role in

health.

The eight-year study of more
than 183,000 people found that
blacks and Hawaiians are about 55
percent more likely than whites to
develop lung cancer from light to
moderate smoking. Japanese-
Americans and Latinos are about
50 percent less likely than whites,

the researchers found,

Although previous studies have
indicated that smoking poses vary-
ing degrees of risk to people from
different racial and ethnic back-
grounds, the size and sophisticat-
ion of the study being published in
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Lung cancer risk higher for blacks

A study found that blacks are more likely than other racial groups
to develop lung cancer even if they smoke the same amount. It
is not clear whether the disparity is due to genetics or habits.
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today’s issue of the New Eng-
land Journal of Medicine make it
the most convincing to date, the
researchers said.

“We observed quite striking
differences,” said Christopher
Haiman of the University of
Southern California, who led the
study. “This suggests there are
racial and ethnic differences in
the smoking-related risk of lung
cancer.”

The study rekindles a long-
running and emotional debate
about whether race is important
in understanding why some
people are more prone to cer-
tain diseases, whether ftreat-
ments should be tailored to ra-
cial and ethnic groups, and
whether biological differences
help explain why racial minori-
ties are so much more likely
than whites to get sick, respond
less well to treatment and die
younger.

Proponents of the importance
of racial differences hailed the
findings as strong evidence that
biological differences among
races can be significant, making
it imperative that research focus
on these genetic variations fo try
to resolve’ stubborn disparities
in health.

Drug issues, also

“If this happens with tobacco,
what about other drugs? To-
bacco is a drug. What about the
drugs we give to patients, such
as cancer medications or heart
medications or lung medica-
tion?” asked Esteban Gonzalez
Burchard of the University of
California, San Francisco.
“There could be important bi-
ologic differences that help to
explain the differences we see in
disease prevalence, severity and
mortality, as well as response to
therapies.”

Skeptics, however, said that
the study is inconclusive and
that it could fuel racial stereo-
typing and divert attention from
environmental and social factors
that are probably far more im-
portant.

“This feeds into the 19th cen-
tury notion that these categories
really separate people in terms
of their physical and biological
characteristics,” Troy Duster of
New York University said. “The
reason why black people may be
getting cancer more has to do
with a combination of forces,
not just their biologic makeup.”

Haiman and his colleagues
analyzed data collected from
about 183,813 adults in Califor-
nia and Hawaii as part of the
federally funded multiethnic co-
hort study. Although its main
purpose was to examine the re-
lationship between diet and
health, researchers also col-
lected detailed informatiorn
about the participants’ smoking.

When Haiman and his col-
leagues analyzed the risk for
lung cancer over an eight-year
period, they found that blacks
and native Hawaiians who
smoked less than about a pack
of cigarettes a day were about 40
percent to 55 percent more
likely than whites to develop
lung cancer.

Latinos and Japanese-Ameri-
cans who smoked that much
were about 30 percent to 50 per-
cent less likely. The differences
disappeared among those who
smoked more than that, proba-
bly because the toxicity of smok-
ing at high levels overwhelmed
other factors, Haiman said.

The differences persisted even
after researchers took into con-
sideration factors such as diet,
socioeconomic status and occu-
pation.

Although the study could not
rule out the possibility that: the
findings were the result of some
unidentified environmental dif-
ferences, it could be that blacks
tended to be biologically predis-
posed to react differentlyto nic-
otine or to the cancer-causing
chemical in tobacco smoke, Hai-
man said.

“There may be differences in
how they metabolize nicotine,
which would influence smoking
behaviors such as the depth and
frequency of inhalation of to-
bacco smoke,” Haiman said.
“There could be genetic factors
on how they metabolize tobacco
smoke.”

Fears new bias

Jefirey Kahn, a bioethicist at
the University of Minnesota,
said he worried the findings
could be used to further dis-
criminate. B

“The danger would be to sort
of view lung cancer as a mi-
nority disease, and so something
we don’t have to worry as much
about,” Kahn said.

But M. Gregg Bloche of
Georgetown University said the
findings should spur more re-
search to understand the rela-
tive roles of genetics, biology,
social conditions and environ-
mental factors.

“The biggest danger here is
ideology on both sides getting in
the way of trying to understand
this phenomenon,” Bloche said.
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