Testimony of Dr. Rachael Obbard to FDA Advisory Panel on Mercury Dental Fillings 

Our next presenter is Dr. Rachel Obbard. 

DR. OBBARD: Good morning. My name is Rachel Obbard and I'm a science advisor working for the Mercury Policy Project. I have no financial conflicts of interest.

Michael Bender and I obtained the film, Mercury Girls, from Tordis Klausen, a former dental nurse, and one of its subjects, while in Norway this past June. The film, as Michael tells you, was produced by independent film makers in Norway and shown on public television there. 

The original 29-minute film has been cut to the seven minutes I will show you, and as a result has a rather abrupt ending. 

[Video playback] 

DR. OBBARD: Seventy percent mercury. We're making amalgam the traditional way. When heated, the mercury appears. The most dangerous element is invisible, the vapor. Eighty percent is absorbed by the lungs and distributed around the body. Some of it ends up in the brain, where it is accumulated. This program is not about teeth. It's about those who handle mercury daily in dental offices. 

At least 10,000 women worked as dental nurses from 1960 to 1990. What they did on a daily basis, no one would dare today. 

In Stockholm, we see Mathis Berlin, environmental medicine professor. His special field is mercury. He has contributed to establishing the WHO limits. Berlin confirms the difficulty of settling on a diagnosis. 

Physicians have little knowledge of the hazards of mercury, he says. If you are poisoned, they tend to think you have mental disorders. And mercury does lead to an unbalance in the brain. 

Berlin is well aware of the dental nurses. He thinks many have inhaled too much mercury. He thinks even today's limits are too high. Zero exposure is best, he says. 

Our biological organisms are sensitive to mercury. In Seattle, we find some of the world's leading mercury experts. 

I'm going to want the sound back on for this, please.

They're associated with the research organization, Battelle. In the USA they carry out a lot of assignments from the authorities. The dental personnel examined here were exposed to very low doses of mercury, ten times lower than what was common among personnel in Norway until the '90s. Even so, there are damages.

Can you turn the sound back on for the film. 

A person's capacity to hold something steady, very firmly in their fingers, and not jiggle, and not move this way or this way, is impaired, when someone has a fair amount of exposure to mercury. 

A person's ability to recall numbers is worse. So their attention is lower. We see increased symptomology, not across the board, mostly in complaints of memory loss and concentration, okay, and anxiety. 

We see some mood, some depression. 

This is Nils Rigyerdet, professor of urbanology in Bergen. Deep inside a cupboard, he has found copper amalgam. We'll try to find out how much mercury released when we do what the nurses did several times a day. The difference is we've got gloves and a hood. 

We've brought an occupational hygiene expert to the survey. In Norway, 50 micrograms during a workday is permitted. Thirty-six micrograms per cubic meter is the reading. Measure now, with the mercury on the surface. Then I will transfer this to a mortar. This is beyond the level I'm able to measure. It's more than a 1000 micrograms per cubic meter. Why don't we blend it here. Yes. Every time the meter said high level. More than 1000 micrograms. We don't know how much more. 

The section for occupational medicine in Bergen has carried out a study on initiative from Brennpunkt. All the nurses who were tested worked between 1960 and 1990. Twenty-five percent report frequent or very frequent neurological problems. 

They are compared with a group of nurse assistants of the same age. The dental nurses score more than the nurse assistants in four fields. tremors, dental nurses 36 percent; nurse assistants, eight.

Heart and lung problems, dental nurses, 21 percent; nurse assistants, five. 

Depression. Dental nurses, 18 percent; dental nurse assistants four. And loss of memory, 14 percent. Nursing training. The girls radiate joy and awe. They are dental nurse students and their future is secured. They will learn a modern trade. For two years, they are taught how to knead mercury and boil copper amalgam. They do not know that alarmingly, many of them will develop uterine problems.

(Video shown) 

DR. BURTON: We'll need to stop at this time. Thank you.

Michael BENDER: The part that you missed was that the dental hygienists, 25 percent of them had hysterectomies versus 6 percent in the control group. Thank you for your attention. 

Copied from FDA transcripts starting at page 16 on Thursday, September 7, 2006.
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