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No link between talcum powder and
ovarian cancer, finds major study

WASHINGTON: A major US government-led study published
Tuesday found no link between ovarian cancer and the use of tal-
cum powder in the genital area, citing data from more than
250,000 women. The paper appeared in the influential Journal of
the American Medical Association (JAMA), which also published an
editorial praising the research methods and calling the findings
“overall reassuring.”

For decades, some women have used talcum powder for genital
hygiene to absorb odor and moisture — either through direct
application or via underwear, sanitary pads, tampons or
diaphragms. The practice is more common among older genera-
tions. But its use has grown controversial because of reported
cancer risks.

In 2018, US pharmaceutical giant Johnson & Johnson was
ordered to pay out $4.7 billion to 22 women who had claimed that
asbestos in the company’s talcum powder products caused them to
develop ovarian cancer. An appeal is underway. In the 1970s, con-
cerns arose over possible contamination of the mineral talc with
asbestos, which often form alongside each other in nature. Some
studies showed a higher risk of ovarian cancer among users of tal-
cum powder, which was suspected of entering the ovaries via the
vagina and uterus.

But the link remained contested because of the overall low num-
ber of studies conducted, with some of them criticized for a
methodology that introduced recall bias among participants, while
others were not statistically conclusive. The effect is also difficult to
isolate because ovarian cancers themselves are rare: only 1.3 per-
cent of all women risk being affected in their lifetimes. 

Unprecedented scale
In the new JAMA paper, led by Katie O’Brien of the National

Institute of Environmental Health Sciences, researchers synthesized
data from four large studies, which encompassed data from a quar-

ter of a million women from 1982 to 2017. The studies surveyed par-
ticipants every year or two on a diverse set of questions related to
health, including the use of talcum powder. The hope was that by
scaling up the number of participants, it would be possible to discern
weak effects with statistical validity, which would have been unde-
tectable on a smaller population. Among the 252,745 women followed
for a median period of 11.2 years, 2,168 developed ovarian cancer.

No statistically significant association was found when compar-
ing women who had used powder and those who had never used it.
Nor was any significant association found when comparing fre-
quency or length of use. But although the study is the largest of its
kind with the longest follow-up time, the authors said there were
several limitations. These included that two of the four data sets
missed information on frequency and duration of use.

‘Competent, careful study’
There are also inherent limitations associated with so-called

observational studies of the population at large — as opposed to
controlled clinical trials for drugs — including failure to account
for all possible external factors.

Kevin McConway, an emeritus professor of applied statistics at
Britain’s Open University called it a “good, competent, careful
study,” but added that it could not definitively rule out a link
between talc and cancer entirely.

“Most of the risk differences that the researchers examined
were not statistically significant,” he said. “That doesn’t mean that
these differences were definitely zero, only that they were small
enough so that they could plausibly be due only to random varia-
tion.” He concluded that what the research did establish was that
if such a risk did exist, it was likely to be very small. “I’m not a
woman, so can’t have concerns about my own health in these
respects - but if I were a woman, this wouldn’t be high on my list
of worries.” — AFP

Gorilla at San Diego
Zoo undergoes
cataract surgery
LOS ANGELES: A team of eye doctors in
California tested their skills on an unusual
patient — a western lowland gorilla. Working
with veterinarians from the San Diego Zoo, an
eye surgeon removed a cataract from the left
eye of a three-year-old female named Leslie on
December 10, zoo officials announced.

They said the surgery was performed at the
zoo’s medical center and Leslie was recovering
well. The surgeon who performed the proce-
dure, Chris Heichel, said that while he had car-
ried out thousands of eye surgeries on human
patients, this was his first on a gorilla.

“Fortunately, the similarities between the
anatomy of human and gorilla eyes are great
enough to allow us to safely navigate the pro-
cedure without complication,” he said in a
statement issued by the zoo. “The remainder of
the eye appeared to be in excellent health, indi-
cating exceptional vision potential for the rest
of Leslie’s life.”

The procedure involved removing the
cloudy lens from Leslie’s eye and inserting a
new artificial lens that should provide the gorilla

with clear vision for the rest of her life. A
cataract is a clouding of the clear lens behind
the colored part of the eye, known as the iris.
Cataracts typically develop over time, as part of
the normal aging process, but they can also be
caused by trauma to the eye. Once a cataract
develops, the lens becomes progressively
cloudier and vision deteriorates. Zoo officials
said they suspect Leslie’s cataract resulted from
an injury, either from a fall or while playing with
other young gorillas in her troop. — AFP

SAN DIEGO: In this image courtesy of San Diego
Zoo Global, 3-year-old female western lowland
gorilla, Leslie, is surrounded by ophthalmolo-
gist, veterinarians, and animal care experts as
she undergoes cataract surgery on December
10, 2019, at UC San Diego Health in San Diego,
California. — AFP


