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 FLORIDA  - Parents question 2 boys' cancer

St. Lucie Nuclear Plant emissions have never posed a risk, FPL says.

By Sarah Prohaska     Palm Beach Post Staff Writer     Sunday, August 14, 2005

Tish Blake keeps a newspaper clipping displayed in a picture frame on her desk at work. It's a letter to the editor a neighbor wrote about her son.

In the letter, the neighbor explains how the 13-year-old boy who lived across his Port St. Lucie street helped him understand what really matters in life. It describes a neighborhood kid with an "uncommon courage."a daily reminder to Blake about why she and her family haven't given up their search for answers in his May 2001 death, just a few weeks after his 13th birthday.

When Ashton was 6, doctors discovered a type of cancer called medulloblastoma inside his brain. The powerful disease almost always strikes children. Ever since, they've looked for a reason: What caused it?

This question has landed Ashton's family, along with a Jensen Beach couple whose son has a rare form of nervous-system cancer, at the center of controversial lawsuits accusing Florida Power & Light of negligence at its nuclear power plant on Hutchinson Island in St. Lucie County — allegations FPL vehemently denies. The suit alleges that emissions from the plant, including the release of sewage sludge that was accidentally contaminated with radioactive waste in the late 1970s and early 1980s, contributed to the boys' cancer.

"We're looking for answers. We did this for Ashton," Blake said of the decision to file the federal lawsuit in 2003. "And maybe Ashton's information can be used to help someone else."

The families' attorney alleges internal FPL documents and government reports from the early 1980s filed in the case during the past few months will support their claims and show that the sludge contamination was more widespread than the public was made aware of at the time.   How much radioactive contamination was in the sludge is a point of contention between the families and FPL. But in court documents, FPL has called the plaintiffs' allegations "uninformed and reckless . . . replete with misrepresentations and unsubstantiated conclusions."

National news reports about the lawsuit had FPL officials last week speaking out in defense of the plant's safety procedures. Officials say the sludge in question contained very low levels of radioactive contamination and was completely cleaned up and removed more than 22 years ago. State and national agencies determined it did not create a health issue, they say.
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"It was taken out to a field. All of it was recovered and brought back in," said Al Gould, waste manager at FPL's St. Lucie plant.

FPL officials strongly deny that the nuclear plant, one half of which came online in 1976 and the other in 1983, has any connection with the boys' illnesses. Leaders at the county health department say state officials who monitor the nuclear plant assured them this week that "safe emission levels have not been exceeded," according to a memo sent to county commissioners.

"It's a very sad situation when families are dealing with cancer, but there's absolutely no validity to the claim that it has anything to do with the plant," FPL spokeswoman Rachel Scott said.

A fighter until the end

To his family, Ashton Lowe was an affectionate big brother who didn't let brain cancer stop him from enjoying the things he loved.

Even after being diagnosed with a tumor in his brain stem, he played football with friends. When a second tumor appeared near the front of his skull and doctors had to operate on the bone in his forehead, football was ruled out. So Ashton found another option.

"That's when he switched to baseball," his mom said.

He brought home report cards filled with A's and B's from Bayshore Elementary and St. Lucie West Middle School, despite doctors' expectations that some of his treatments could cause short-term memory loss.

His parents and stepfather made sure he had as normal a childhood as possible: fishing trips, splashing at the beach with his little brother and tae kwon do lessons.

Still, he traveled across the state and country looking for ways to battle the disease. He underwent chemotherapy, radiation, bone-marrow transplants and experimental medication. He fought the cancer as hard as he could until his last month, his mom said.       "For the most part, he stayed active," Blake said. "But the last month was hard."

When his family learned the state was investigating a possible "cancer cluster" among children in St. Lucie County in the late 1990s, they agreed to participate. At the time, it was one of the largest investigations of its kind, after officials found 28 cases of brain and central nervous system childhood cancer between 1981 and 1996 in the area. State officials tested for 561 chemicals, chemical compounds and radiologicals in the air, soil, water and dust.

But the investigation offered the families no definitive answers and found no pattern or smoking gun.
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Her family's first real clue, Blake said, came from something she saved for sentimental reasons: Ashton's first baby tooth. She sent it to a national organization studying levels of strontium-90, a fission product, in children and whether radioactive emissions from nuclear reactors raise cancer risks for children. His tooth came back with high levels of strontium-90, one source of which is nuclear reactors, her lawyers say in court papers.

FPL officials counter by pointing to a state Department of Health study in 2001 where officials reported they found no links between the nuclear plants in the state and childhood cancer rates. It's a hotly debated issue, and experts on both sides are expected to contribute to the lawsuits.

A tooth of Zachary Finestone, 11, also was found to have high levels of strontium-90, according to the lawsuit his Jensen Beach family also has filed against FPL. Finestone has been battling neuroblastoma since 2000. The Finestones declined to comment on the lawsuit.

The families' lawyer, West Palm Beach attorney Nancy La Vista, said their cancer experts will argue that the boys were exposed to radiation.

Was the sludge to blame?

One aspect of their cases will focus on the sludge incident in the early 1980s, which began with a sink that workers thought drained into the plant's radioactive waste system but instead drained for nearly four years into its regular sanitary sewage system, according to court documents. Not realizing that, workers used the sink to wash contaminated items such as respirators, mops and rags.

Managers at the time blamed the mix-up on a staff turnover of nearly 100 percent between 1976 and 1978, according to FPL documents. In September 1982, the sink's drain clogged, and officials realized the mistake.

At the time, FPL officials publicly acknowledged the sink problem and said two truckloads of sewage sludge from the plant's on-site treatment center, which included contaminated waste from the sink, had been shipped for disposal to a 2,000-acre cow pasture in western St. Lucie County, just west of Glades Cut-off Road. Official say they removed 6 inches of soil from the contaminated area and shipped it to a nuclear waste facility in South Carolina.

An FPL spokeswoman said air, soil and water tests at the time showed the site was not a public health risk."It was contaminated with extremely low radiation levels," FPL's Scott said.

But La Vista disputes the finding and said that besides those two shipments from the on-site treatment plant, records show the sink also drained into a septic tank that was pumped out daily between 1978 and 1980. The waste from that tank was taken to the municipal Fort Pierce sewage treatment plant, according to FPL documents. Those shipments also could have sent radioactive material into the air, water and ground, she argues.
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She said the Fort Pierce plant no longer has any documents that could show how that waste was handled or where it went.

"We have no clue where that went," she said.

But FPL's attorneys say allegations that the company has no idea where the waste ended up is "simply not true," according to court documents. They point to a Nuclear Regulatory Commission document that states "residue from both treatment plants was dumped in the same designated field by one contractor." Officials say tests conducted after 1980 would have revealed possible contamination at the Fort Pierce plant.

Mac Hamilton, a spokesman for the Fort Pierce Utility Authority, said FPL has made the agency aware of the allegations in the lawsuit and that utility officials are reviewing documents associated with the claims. He said officials there have not been able to locate records from 1982 that "indicate any discussion of this." Jim Moses, director of environmental health at the St. Lucie County Health Department, said his agency had not seen any of the documents cited in the lawsuit. On Thursday, he did not know whether the department would be asked to get involved.       Both suits are expected to go to trial early next year.

Tish Blake, Ashton's mother, said she hopes the trial will give her family and the community solid answers they've sought for years.      "I just want people around here to know about this," Blake said.

Staff writer Kristi E. Swartz and The Associated Press contributed to this story
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