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In 1968, an epidemic of a peculiar disease
similar to chloracne occurred in Japan. This
paper presents the epidemiological evi-
dence indicating that it was caused by inges-
tion of rice oil contaminated with polychlo.
rinated biphenyls (PCBs). It also briefly
refers to clinical aspects of this unique food
poisoning, probably the first one ever expe-
rienced by man. [The SCI® indicates that this
paper has been cited over 120 times since
1972.]
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“Early in June1968, an American jet fight-
er crashed on our campus, causing utter
chaos in the whole university which had al-
ready been suffering from a serious student
riot. Later, in October 1968, an extensive
epidemic of severe acne-like eruptions was
reported in our prefecture and we were
obliged to clarify its cause by organizing a
research team in the school.

“Shibanosuke Katsuki, professor of inter-
nal medicine and chief of the team, was
wise enough to organize the team with not
only physicians, but also the staff of the fac-
ulties of pharmaceutical sciences, agricul-
ture, and engineering. This multidisciplinary
approach facilitated the study very much.
Furthermore, strangely enough, the crisis at
the school seemed to stimulate and firmly
unite all these divergent professionals to
achieve the goal.

“Katsuki, epidemiologically well minded,
asked me to develop epidemiological inves-
tigations. Although I had not professionally
been trained in epidemiology, I complied
with his request and immediately designed
and started extensive surveys with my asso-
ciates and the staff of the local health de-

partments, simply following the principles
and methods of epidemiology which I had
already understood by reading a book.
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“About ten days after the research team
was organized, the chemical group discov-
ered a large amount of PCBs (KC-400 pro-
duced by a company) in the rice oil used by
patients as well as in their subcutaneous
tissue. Thus, the chemical demonstration of
toxic agents was very quick, but we contin-
ued the surveys for another four months try-
ing to collect all the epidemiological ev’r-
dence necessary for unequivocal proof of the
cause. All the epidemiological evidence
thus obtained fully agreed with the clinical
and chemical features of the epidemic.
Without the epidemiological approach and
knowledge and without the devoted cooper-
ation of my associates and many others, I
am sure that this success would not have
materialized.

“There was one thing, however, which I
could not be very sure of, that is, the acne-
genicity of pure PCBs in man. Oral adminis-
trations of KC-400 (pure PCB) did not yield
acne in animals and a thorough checkof the
literature reporting occupational cases of
chloracne as caused by PCBs revealed that
the PCBs used were not pure at all, contain-
ing a large amount of chlorinated naphtha-
lenes. Thus, there was no definite evidence
for the acnegenicity of pure PCBs in man.
Fortunately, I heard that Ichiro 1-lara at the
Osaka Prefectural Institute of Public Health
observed chloracnes among workers han-
dling pure PCBs. I asked him to publish his
observations and he did.2 Thus, I finally be-
came fully convinced of the cause of the
epidemic.

“I cannot be completely sure of the
reasons why our paper has been highly
cited. I suppose that the good epidemiologi-
cal evidence collected by us, the uniqueness
of the poisonihg, and the general serious
concern about PCB pollution may be the
main reasons. Recent work in this field has
been published.”
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