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Sir Richard Doll, the eminent British epidemiologist, finally provided the

statement the judges so desperately needed in Spain's so-cal Ied "cooking-oi I

case".

At the trial of 38 oil merchants he told the court: "l conclude that adulteratec

oil was the cause of the toxic syndrome". (i ) l^lith these words Sir Richard is ti=

oniy scientist in the world to claim categorically that fraudulent oii caused

the iliness that broke out in Spain in spring 1981, quickly fiiiing hcspitals

in Madrid and other towns. So far^ some 700 people have died, and another 25.000

are still suffering; many will be maimed for life.
Officially the outbreak started on May 1st 1981, (2) when eight-year old Jaime

Vaquero dled, and five of hsJ brotfrers and sisters were hospitalized with the

same symptoms he suffered from. For all of them the doctors' diagnosis was:

"pneumor'ria". The Vaquero f ami ly I ives in the smal I town of Torrej6n, some i 5 mi - =s

from the Spanish capital Madrid. Torrej6n houses a iarge funerican Air Base.

Following Jaime's death the epidemic spread to other Spanish provinces and the

nuniber of cases grew dramatically. By the b€ginning of June 1981 hospitals re-

corded 341 admissions a day. (3) The typical symptoms most frequently encounterec

included fever; respiratory insufficiency, cough, exanthema, nausea, vomiting,

headaches, muscle pains, diarrheoa and pulmonary oedema - amongst others. (4)

The rapidly growing number of patients plus the reports in the press and open

speculation about the possible cause of the illness put increasirrg pressure on

the Spanish government: first there was talk about " legionnaire's dis€ase",

later some obscure "mycoplasma"; and only 12 days after the official outbreak

Dr. Angel Peralta alretdy pinpointed the correct cause; an intoxicaticn due to

some organophosphorous insecticide. He was told to keep his mouth shut, and the

guessing went on. (5)

And suodenly the puzzle seemed to be solved. Six weeks after the official start

of the illness, on June 1Oth 1981, the authorities announced on the state-owne:

television that the cause of the tprrible epidemic had been discovered: it was
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adulterated cooking oil. Rapeseed oil, for industrial purposes "denaturalised"

with 2% of aniline, then refined and fraudulently sold in open markets or by

street vendors as cheap olive oil.:

The world ovres this worng and premature statement to the eagerness of Dr. Juan

Manuei Tabuenca vrho entered into the medicai history as "the father of the oil

hypothesis". llis conclusions, that surpr.ised not only.the public, but even more

the doctors treating thousands of suffering victims, had one very grave, important

and - as it turned out iater - insurmountable snag: up to this moment no analysis

of any kind had been done of anY oii.

Hastily tfris Iittle mistake was corrected. The best laboraiories in the western

world analysed supposedly toxic oil samples taken from households with patients

and sent to them from Spain. They also fed a wide variety of animal species

with this - according to the Spanish authorities - mortal oil.

The results were utterly disappointing. In the eight years since the outbreak of

the toxic syndrome nobody in the world has been able to find the supposed toxln

in the oil that could explain the terrible symptoms the victims suffer from.

Nor has it been possible to reproduce the illness in the animals fed with large

dosis of oil containing amounts of aniline never found in any oil sample in

Spain. None of the animals suffered any ill effects at all. And - though it

might seem incredible - about 75% of all the oil samples analysed did not even

contain any trace of ani I ine. (6)

And, contrary to everything, the symptoms of the victims in no way resemble

those typical for an aniline, or oleo-anilide intoxications; the mai'r, one should b=

the fact that the blood changes its colour to a chocolate-bnown. And that 1s one

symptom the patients never had.0n top of 1t scientists worldwide consider

aniline and fatty acid aniiides as"relatively innocuous". (7) And Japanese

scientists have developed a pharmaceutical product to combat high levels of

cholesterol in the blood, precisely on the base of anilide. (B)

0n the other hand, the symptoms of the toxic syndrome do coincide, and many are

ldentical to those described in scientific llterature worldwide for intoxicatlons

due to chemicals of the organophosphorous family; be it pesticides or their
1
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very close cousins, chemical weapons,(9) the aim for which this group of chemicals

had ariginally been invented. The Spanish scientist and discoverer of the illness,

Dr.ANtonlo Muro, - the Vaquero children had been laken to his hospital - even

put a nafite on the pesticide he accused: Nemacur, produced by the Gernan chemtcal

giant Bayer. But l'4uro and others who dareC to poinl oul lhe obvious suffered

the wralh of lhe administration, and had to watch helplessly-how the victtms

were den i ed the correcl trealnrent w itir atrop i ne.

Then and now the Spanish autiroritles knew lirese facls. But they were ieterniined

to stick to the un-provable oii-hypothesis. This political declsion was'activel.y-

supported and backed by the l^lorld Heaith 0rganisation; the prestigious CDC, the

Centers for Disease Control in Atlanta, Georgia, a Federal Agency of the Uniteo

States of America eld directly responsible to the governirent; and last - but not

least - by the chemical company Bayer.

it vras again Dr.Tabuenca who started the task of making the imposslble oil theory

respectable international ly. 0n September 12th the influential British medical

journal "Lancet" publishes the Spanish doct,:r's fancyful explanations to iink some

sort of oi I with the toxic syndrome. 1'he p.:diatrician who points out, in this

article "by August 23rd ... there had been over 100 deaths" most certainly can

not claim to be'an innocent bystander. (10)

Being printed in the Lancet gives the fabrications about "toxic oil" a sort of

legitimacy, and from then on, for the last eight years every possible effort

has been made to prove the impossible oil hypothesis. Vast amounts of mcney have

been spent; ostentatiously for investigation. More often than not to brlbe scien-

tists or to persuade them to doctor thelr findings (11) and to suppress or ignore

documents that contradict this aim. (12)

The i^lH0 very kindly had suggested the names of the scientists in the world who

could solve the Spanish problem. It is quite surprising to find out that most

of them are world-rencued expertsin the toxicology of pesticides and herbicides.

And it is even more surprlsing hearing one of these specialists sigh "it is

a confounded nuisance that we cannot find the toxin in the oil ". And then, after

being asked "And if it is not the oil?" to get the following answer: "Bu'L it rnust
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Spanish lllness. Very correctly, in August of that year Dr.Goulding went to Madrid

on his first fact-finding mission. And at the end of his visit he told the Spanish

scientist in charge of the loc.al investigations, Dr. Manuel Serrano-Rios, to

"stop locking for aniline and anilide in the oil, but rather to search for herbicides

and insecticides and other known industrial toxins" instead. (15)

In l',1arch 1983 Dr. Goulding seems to have forgotten his own advice. And though the

tapes of the meeting reproduce lively opposilion ro ihe oi1 theory amongsl the

scientists - mainly coming from his British colleagues - the assembly agrees

to destroy something named as "Annex Nr.1" And tn an atlempt to calm the exclted

voices he delivers an incredible statement: "i should like to take Ihls opportunity

to mention some suggestions made by the secretary's office. It would be a great

pity if the official report that is to be published of this meeting would not

offer any help to the Spanlsh authorities... What er,,er is going to come out here

wr 1 1 have to be pot itical ly biased. " ( 16)

But it was not quite so easy to get everybody to agree, even though the Spanish

scientists taking part in the meeting had prepared a bait for their colleagues:

out of 83 cases of toxic syndrome in Sevilla they had made 3, linking them

with families who had somebody working there in an oil refinery. According to the

doctored papers - for not saying falsified - when these patients feil iil, they

were eating adulterated rapeseed oil from the refinery. But the analysis of the

oils they were using at that time - offlcial analysls - show that at that time

there was only low grade olive oil being treated in the refinery ITH.(17)

The other "bait" was the case of the monastery in Casarrubics del l4onte Several

nuns fell ill in late April, early l4ay 1981.But the last time lhey had restocked

their oil supply was before February 5th of the same year; i.e. Iong before

the so-ca1led toxic oi1 appeared on the market. (18)

Dr. Gouldtng should not have worried about the contradictions discussed during

the meeting. The final report was put together in Copenhagen, in the WHO's Regionai

Offlce for Europe,

Nevertheless the meeting produced some recommendations to the Spanish government-

As all experts present agree, they cannot find anything in the oi1, nor do their
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laboratory animals do them the favour to get sick from it, their rnaln recommendatic-

is to try and strengthen the epidemiological evidence - as everything depends

on that science. (19)

This is dutly done and a whole team is brought from Barcelona.This ...'.p spends

the first vreeks asking the government for lhe already existing paper-s - withoui

results. So one of them, Dr. Martinez gets holC of the Eprdemiologic.i Bulletin

the Spanish 14inistry of health publishes every week. [lith ihe dala != rincs ther-e

he does a so-ca11ed epidemiological curve. Tc his surprise he finds. .rar t.he

number of new cases had Cropped spontaneously sonie 12 days before the offlcial

claim thal oil vras the cause. A fact, contrary to the government claims, that the

illness dropped markedly from the 1Oth of June onwards. (20)

Dr. l4arlinezrwife, Dr. Clavera, also a member of the commission, 1n''':sliga-r.es rh:

commercial routes of the suspected oil. She eslablishes that in the ncrth-eastern

province of Catalina 350 tons of the same oi1 had been sold withoui I'roiucing

one singie victiml ! ! (21)

These flndings are obviousil: neither expected nor wanted. The couple is sacked,

and the commission dissolved.lt is again the CDC who ccrnes to the recue. Due to

the Martinez-Clavera debacle the Spanish government, represented by the PNST

(National Plan for the Toxic Syndrome) had signed a contract with the CDC-

This agency agrees to lend one of their epidemiologists to the Spanish governmeni

to,,investigate in the 0i1,,... (ZZ) The gentleman chosen for the iask is Dr.Ec*rr

Kilbourne. He already knew the problem wel1, as he also participatec in t.he

reports on the vlllage Navas del Marques.

Together with a group of Spanish and American experts - 20 in ali - Dr.Kil-

bourne spends two years to produce a 40-page study on the subjec.r. Tne paper

is an exercise in contradiction. The authors write: "the most impcr"ant contribur---

of this siudy lies in the strong assoclation we demonstrate between T0S (-ucxic ci'

syndrome) occurrrence and specific chemicat paribters measured in fcod oil

collected from families in an area heavily affected by the epidemlc ... Although

results of prior chemical ana)ytic studies have demonstrated the e>-stence of
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gontaminants in some oils collected from case households, data have not been

sufficient to demonstrate a significant statisticai link between iliness and the

presence of specific contaminants. We demonstrate such a link..- that is there

was a graded increase in risk with increasing concentratlon of the aniiine conta-

mindnts." (23)

The authors try to prove this point with a graphrc. But they must have overiooke':

a rather important point: from the 29 oil samples taken from households with pa-'-en-

arrd garanteed as "case-oi Is" , the oil that had niade 11 people i I I (of the 29'

around 40%) conlained no trace of anrline or anllide! I I (24)

And the first sentence of this "study" says: " The identity of the etiologic agent

that caused the 1981 epicjemic of toxic-oil syndrome rn Spain has not been estab-

lished". Nevertheless he goes on calling the illness the "Toxic 0il Syndromelll

What l,(r.Kilbourne did establtsh, though is a new scientrf ic method of uncerteki:;g

the search for a causal agent in an epidemic such as this. The WHO's reconnrenda---ons

talked about the supposedly toxic oil as follows: "oil sampies for future studi=s

should be selected on the basis of the following criteria: the sampie should ha'.e

originated from the home of a patient with T0S; the content of rapeseed oil shouid

be at least 40%; and the content of anilides should be at least 700ppm/g-" (25)

Sticking to these criteria, Kilbourne would have had a hard time to find any

oil sample. So he made up his own rules. According to thls Amerlcan expert, tox-c

oil that made people ill is that which waS sold in"unlabelled 5-liter piastic

containers with red top'l (26 )

Enter the eminent, worid-wide recognized British epidemiologist Sir Richar^d Doi - -

In January he had been asked by the hlHO to evaluate the then existing epidemio','-?r:

studies on the Spanish epidemic. His report, dated 0ctober 1985, concludes tha-'

,,There are, however, too many gaps in the evidence to allow the conciusicn tha'

oiI was definitely the cause." And he goes on to say: "Such a conclusion couio'

however, be reached, even in the absence of toxicclogical evidence, if scme cf

the gaps were filled". ( 27)

According to sir Richard, these. gaps were f illed. Luckily, in February 'i-oB7 K- - -

bourne and co.finish their two-year exercise, and Doll receives a copy.
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0n March 30th 1987 the trial against the oil merchants started in Madrid and

Sir Richard's appearance as an expert - like most foreign specialists who had

worked on this subject he also refused to give evidence as a witness - was schedulec

for the beginnrng of July. Shortly before, in June, Mr.Doll wrote an "Addendum"

to his original report; both documents have been kept secret tiii two da-vs beicre

his court appearance.The addendum totally contradicts his eariier report. finishing

with the sentences: "The new evidence has f i 11ed some of the gaps... l'{ith the

arldition of this new evidence, i conclude that adulterated oil was the cause c'

the rllness", and to illustrate his about-face he reproduces the strange graphic

frcm Mr. Ki lbourne's study

Sir Richard repeated his words ln court. But he also admitted that he had not

seen the basic data for the studies he was "evaluatlng", nor had he been shown

any paper of the abundant documentation that dismisses the oil-theory as utter

fabrlcation. Sir Richard also gave the very fitting 3 cases in Sevilla plus the

ones 1n the monastery great importance. Nobody had bothered to teli him -,-hat

they were pure invention. Nevertheless there seems to have been a sligh-i Coubt

in his mind while v;riti,;g his original report. In the very first paragraph he

says: "ln presenting the report I have assumed that the clinical, pathologicai,

and toxicological features of the disease are not open to question". (28)

Comparing the report with the "Addendum" it seems that Sir Richard either refused

to play ball or was not thoroughly briefed in 1985 as to the crucial role his

evidence was planned to play in the long years of the cover-up.As the Ac6endun

shows, this on'uirission h/as corrected. These pages were written very shortly afrer

Sir Richard received in May 1987, in Oxford, the visit from Dr.Roy Goulcing

and Dr.Edwin Kilbourne. According to the latters statement in answer to wt^itten

questions from defense lawyers, done in front of a public notary in the Unite:

States, this visit was undertaken " at the request of the "Liason Group"subcon,t*ut'e=

of the |^JHO Scientif ic Steering Committee for the Toxic 0i1 Syndrome".... (ZS;

l.Jlth credentials like that, it is a safe bet to say the gentlemen most certaii,-v

did not only discuss the English weather.

In court Sir Richard went a step further in hrs interpretations. He gavt ano-t':r
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thoroughly original and somewhat unorthodox explanation of the probiem on how

to define toxic oil and its relation to the illness: "l have been very careful

not to say 'the oil that caused the illness'...but I said that it. was oil that

was later followed by the unfolding of the illness, which is something quite

different. " ( :01

l^lhat Sir Richard does not say here is the undeniable fact, that the pccr victims

of the toxic syndrome also ate bread and vegetables, and salads, they i,robably

drank water or wine before they were stricken by the illness. 0r the s-a1i baby

that died of this iilness with only two months of age. It had never ever taken

anything else but her mother's milk. The sclentisls anc.lystnc the milk iookeci for

oieoanilides, but did not find them. What thtydid find, though, were i^esidues

of insecticides. (ft) Most probably this is one of the many documents Sir Richard

did not see.

As he did not take into account the stacks of papers Dr. Muro filled curing his

investlgations, working oniy with a few loyal friends, once he was chu:ked out

of hls post as the director of the hospital, where the Vaquero children's plight

made him become the first scientist to investigate this strange illness. Talking

with hundreds of patients Muro came to the conclusion that the cause of the ill-
ness were residues of organophosphorous pesticides in tomatoes.All the victims

he talked to had eaten tomatoes, and less than 24 hours later thegexperienced

the first symptoms. Starting from the shops, markets and street vendors where

these tomatoes had been bought he traced the distribution routes to one vegetable

auction house. Some 1083 farmers take their products to this place for^ whole-

sale. In his investigations he pointed to eleven farmers out of the mcre than

1000.From the field of one of the eleven, in Roquetas de Mar, in the grovince (.2'

of Almeria, came the toxic tomatoes. First Muro himself, and later on the lawyers

of the accused oil merchants had repeatedly begged the investigating judge to

conduct a thorough stuciy in that area. Nothing was done in this respeci ti11

today, eight years later.
o.Y

But Muro's documentation was evalupd for the trial. The Court providec funds to

the other "dissenting" doctors, Martinez and Clavera, to do an extens:re stuCy

for the trial. But in their sentence the judges reject all hls flndin'_:s. anc
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in,a. spiteful, undignified aside they malign t4uro, who cannot even defend himself

anymore, as he died in 1985. The judges write: "ln the first half of May 1981

Dr.Muro made an enormous and meritorious effort to find the etiology of the ill-
ness. But thwarted by events, by the various hypothesis and by his own predictions,

he entered into a grave and pathological crisrs of anxiety". (3:1

Sir Richard was treated much better: "ln our valuation of the expert's views

(expressed here) we have not only taken into account that the thesis this court

of justice accepts was expressed by the majority, but also the professional back-

ground. the experience and the special field of the experts, proved by the publi-

cation of their works in truly scientific journals. And supporting this thesis

scientists with the highest qual ifications I ike Dr.Dol l. . . . " (34)

Sir Richard's stay in Spain was short. So he was not present in Court to hear

the defense explalning that a few months before the outbreak of the "toxic syndrcr,e"

a strange accident had happened on the American Base. Miiitary and civilian

personnel suffered the same symptoms as were later observed in the Spanlsh

so-called "oil-victims". And he did not hear the defense speculating wlth the

possibitity of a strong connection between the two outbreaks of the same diseas:(3i

and the fact that Spain entered NATO officially in August of 1981. This move

would certainly have encountered strong opposition if the Spanish public wouid

have been told that on the base there might be some highly dangerous weapons that

officially have no reason to be there.

0r maybe Mr.Doll was told just those facts when Dr.Goulding and Dr.Kllbourne came

to.see him in 0xford and thus prompted him to change his "evidence".

It served his purpose. Days before he arrived in i4adrid, Spanish newspapers were

full of stories on Sir Richard, extolling his scientific merits and never forget-iing

to say "he has even been proposed for a Nobel pri7e". The evidence of such an

eminent man quite naturally became the base for the strange judgement. Bul Mr.

Doll is - though in the company of many other so-called scientists - responsible

for a temporary closing of the investigations into the real causes of the

terrible illness, that goes on killing its victims at the rate of several

death(a month.


