
A Crusader in ‘Cancer Alley’
Wilma Subra works to rein in environ-

mental degradation along Cancer Alley, 
an eye-watering corridor of more than 150 
industrial facilities along the Mississippi 
River between New Orleans and Baton 
Rouge that produce a quarter of the  
nation’s petrochemicals.

She’s a winner of a MacArthur “Genius 
grant” who totes her grandchildren to 
public hearings, giving them crayons to 
scribble on the back of scientific papers. 
She’s a fighter who has taken on refineries, 
chemical manufacturers and oil and gas 
companies, including BP over its cleanup 
of the Gulf of Mexico oil spill in 2010.

Most important, admirers say, she’s 
a dedicated enabler, teaching people in 
some of the nation’s poorest communi-
ties to help themselves by using the latest 
technology to track air and water quality 
in their own backyards.

RealtoReel
A one-stop story shop for TV and film writers

Winter 2014

‘AIDS Granny’ Lives in Exile
The enormous brick fortress in West 

Harlem was built in the mid-1970s as a 
visionary housing project, a new model 
for an affordable, self-contained urban 
community. Today, on a balmy Septem-
ber afternoon, it is a low-income housing 
compound lined with security cameras, 
guards and triple-locked doors. 

Pound for pound, though, the most 
dangerous person living here may just be 
a diminutive 85-year-old Chinese grand-
mother dressed in a stylish purple sweater 
set with black leopard spots.

This is not a slum. Neither is it where 
you would expect to find an internationally 
known human-rights warrior living out her 
golden years. In her one-bedroom apart-
ment, Dr. Gao Yaojie—known to many 
as “the AIDS Granny”—moves with great 
difficulty through her tidy clutter. 

She lost most of her stomach in surgery 
after a suicide attempt four decades ago 
and suffered multiple beatings during the 
Cultural Revolution.

Birth Defects on Marine Base
Jerry Ensminger, a former Marine 

Corps. drill instructor at Camp Lejeune in 
North Carolina, lost his 9-year-old daugh-
ter to leukemia in 1985. He said a recent 
CDC study that showed a link between the 
camp’s tap water tainted with toxins and 
increased risk of birth defects and child-
hood cancers are a vindication of what 
he’s been saying for nearly 20 years, but it 

Hate Obama, Love Obamacare
A cancer center in Houston had told 

Stephanie and Sean Recchi that their 
insurance was virtually worthless. So the 
hospital demanded $83,900 in advance 
to develop a treatment plan for Sean and 
cover his first $13,702 transfusion, along 
with routine lab tests for which he was 
billed tens of thousands of dollars.

Time magazine’s story in March 2013 
on health-care costs reported that when 
Sean, then 42, was diagnosed with cancer 
a year earlier, the couple—who together 
were drawing about $3,500 a month from 
the small business they had just started in 
Lancaster, Ohio—had to borrow from her 
mother and max out their credit cards to 
try to save him.

An Island Awaits Its Fate

 Anote Tong, a spruce man with a 
trim mustache and a grim-faced 

bodyguard, is dozing in his seat. A 
flight attendant leaves him a hot tow-
el, and then another. The bodyguard, 
who wears the uniform of the Kiribati 
National Police—the shoulder patch 
depicts a yellow frigate bird flying 
clear of the rising sun—folds the tow-
els and places them on an armrest.

The Fiji Airways flight is moving 
north across the equator to Tarawa, 
the capital of Kiribati. The passengers 
include a Japanese executive who 
represents important tuna interests, 
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Video | Pres B’Rock O’Beezy 

Watch Alphacat 
(Iman Crosson) 
rock this jam 
about the ben-
efits of signing 
up for health 
insurance under 
Obamacare.

Click or tap continued links to navigate to the rest of the stories
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A Reservation Rooted in Despair
On the Rosebud Reservation, which 

has a population of 13,000 and stretches 
across 1,970 square miles of South Dakota 
prairie, the effects of poverty and jobless-
ness are all around. 

In the emergency room of the only 
hospital here, suicide attempts by drug 
overdose are seen nearly nightly. Alcohol-
related car accident injuries fill many of 

http://www.facebook.com/hollywoodhealth
https://twitter.com/HollywdHealth
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1GmY8KH03rM
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Who We Are
Hollywood, Health & Society, a program 
of the USC Annenberg Norman Lear 
Center, is a free resource for entertain-
ment writers working on storylines about 
health, health-care coverage and climate 
change. Funders have included the CDC, 
the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, the 
Grantham Foundation, the Barr Foun-
dation, The California Endowment, the 
Energy Foundation, ClimateWorks and 
the Skoll Global Threats Fund.

Subra has lived in the oil patch her 
whole life. When she bumps into people 
she grew up with or attends class reunions 
with her husband, Clint, she sees two sets 
of people in the room:

“The ones who look their age and the 
ones who look so old. The old-looking 
ones work in oil and gas or the chemical 
plants. You can clearly see the difference 
—the pallor of their skin, how shriveled.”

Subra understands that people here live 
near chemical plants because they don’t 
have the money to leave, and the workers 
won’t leave because of the money.

By any measure, this is one of the least 
healthy regions of the United States. Last 
year Louisiana ranked 49th in overall 
health and had the third-highest rate of 
death from cancer, according the United 
Health Foundation.

Behind the wheel of her well-worn 
Chevy Impala on a recent morning, Subra 
navigates Highway 14 past oil refineries, 
natural gas transfer stations, bubbling 
waste ponds and oozing toxic dumps.

She worked at the Gulf South Research 
Institute for 14 years doing pharmaceutical 
and biotech testing for private businesses 
and the federal government. Since then, 
she has worked as an EPA contractor 
as part of an emergency response team 
sent to toxic spills and other disasters to 
perform quick assessments. She’s now 

Cancer Alley, continued

a Mormon luminary from Samoa, and an 
American dressed in the manner of an 
Iraq War contractor, who’s on a mission to 
recover the remains of U.S. Marines killed 
in World War II. We are all impatient for 
the sleeping man, who is the president of 
Kiribati, to wake up. We each have busi-
ness to transact with him.

But the president sleeps. Tong is fa-
mous—or, at the very least, as famous as 
anyone from Kiribati has ever been—for 
arguing that the industrialized nations 
of the world are murdering his country. 
Kiribati is a flyspeck of a United Nations 
member state, a collection of 33 islands 
necklaced across the Pacific. 

If scientists are correct, the ocean will 
swallow most of Kiribati before the end 
of the century, and perhaps much sooner 
than that.  

A recent study found that the oceans 
are absorbing heat 15 times faster than 
they have at any point during the past 
10,000 years. 

Before the rising Pacific drowns these 
atolls, though, it will irreversibly poison 
their already inadequate supply of fresh 
water. The apocalypse could come even 
sooner for Kiribati if violent storms, of the 
sort that recently destroyed parts of the 
Philippines, strike its islands.

For all of these reasons, the 103,000 
citizens of Kiribati may soon become refu-
gees, perhaps the first mass movement of 
people fleeing the consequences of global 
warming rather than war or famine.

Read the story, and more about the 
impact of climate change, sea level rise 
and possible solutions. ■helping the federal agency develop water 

toxicity tests for the regulation of hydrau-
lic fracturing.

The energy industry, in particular, has 
frequently been across a corporate confer-
ence room from Subra. Tom Stewart, ex-
ecutive vice president of the Ohio Oil & Gas 
Assn., calls Subra “a ferocious advocate.”

“She worries people on my side of the 
fence because she’s very well-respected, 
and therefore she’s effective,” said Stew-
art. “We don’t always see eye to eye. How-
ever, I hold her in very high regard.”

Read the story, and more on Cancer 
Alley, cancer and its link to the environ-
ment, and other risks. ■

Island, continued

Wilma Subra gives voice to some of 
the poorest communities in Louisi-
ana in the fight over environmental 
pollution. Below, workers vacuum 
crude oil that bubbled to the top of  
a sinkhole in Bayou Corne.

Brad Kemp / Lafayette Daily Advertiser
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Gerald Herbert / Associated Press

http://www.businessweek.com/articles/2013-11-21/kiribati-climate-change-destroys-pacific-island-nation?src=longreads
http://climate.nasa.gov/effects
http://www.cdc.gov/climateandhealth/effects/human_development.htm
http://oceanservice.noaa.gov/facts/sealevel.html
http://www.theguardian.com/sustainable-business/blog/climate-science-geoengineering-save-world
http://www.latimes.com/local/columnone/la-me-c1-subra-enviro-20130827-dto,0,6827309.htmlstory#axzz2r9srqACK
http://www.visionproject.org/images/img_magazine/pdfs/canceralley_louisiana.pdf
http://www.visionproject.org/images/img_magazine/pdfs/canceralley_louisiana.pdf
http://www.cdc.gov/cancer/
http://www.atsdr.cdc.gov/risk/cancer/cancer-introduction.html
http://www.cdc.gov/nceh/ehhe/
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Lisa Fan / The Epoch Times

Dr. Gao Yaojie exposed a  
government coverup of an 
AIDS epidemic that decimated 
rural villages in China.

won’t bring his daughter back.
The long-awaited report by the Centers 

for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) 
shows a link between tainted tap water 
at the base and increased risk of serious 
birth defects and childhood cancers. It’s 
based on a small sample size and can-
not prove exposure to the chemicals 
caused individual illnesses. It surveyed the 
parents of 12,598 children born at Camp 
Lejeune between 1968 and 1985, the year 
most contaminated wells were closed.

The study concludes that babies born 
to mothers who drank the tap water while 
pregnant were four times more likely than 
women in similar circumstances who did 
not consume the water to have such seri-
ous birth defects as spina bifida. Babies 
whose mothers were exposed also had a 
slightly elevated risk of such childhood 
cancers as leukemia, the study found.

The CDC was able to confirm 15 cases 
of spina bifida and anencephaly, 24 oral 
clefts and 13 cancers. More than 100 cases 
of birth defects and childhood cancers 
were reported, but only the 52 cases 
the CDC could confirm through medical 
records were included. The study did not 
look at the health effects on adults that 
drank the water. Eighty-two men with 
Lejeune ties have been diagnosed with an 
extremely rare form of breast cancer.

The contamination was traced to two 
primary sources—a leaky on-base fuel de-
pot and a nearby dry cleaner. In prior public 
statements, Marine officials have empha-
sized the contamination that came from 
outside the base. But the new CDC found 
the greatest negative health impacts to be 
associated with benzene, from the on-base 
tank farm built during World War II.

Read the story, study and more about 
birth defects and childhood cancers. ■

As reported, Stephanie recalled that 
her husband was “sweating and shaking 
with chills and pains. He had a large mass 
in his chest that was ... growing. He was 
panicked.” Nonetheless, Sean was held 
in a reception area and kept from seeing 
a doctor for about 90 minutes until the 
hospital confirmed that the Recchis’ check 
had cleared.

All of which explains why despite the 
negative—and in this case, completely 
inaccurate—scuttlebutt she says she 
had heard about Obamacare, Stephanie 
visited healthcare.gov repeatedly after 
it launched. And although they both had 
deep misgivings about the president and 
his “bad law,” she signed up for a new 
health insurance plan under Obamacare.

Now, what has happened to the Rec-
chis and their health-care options more 
recently might be emblematic of the law’s 
potential.

Read the story, more on the Affordable 
Care Act and what hospitals charge for 
their services. ■ 

Her journey began 17 years ago, six 
months after she retired as a gynecologist 
and professor at the Henan Chinese Medi-
cine University hospital. She went from be-
ing a retired grandmother to China’s most 
famous AIDS activist, and became such 
a thorn in the side of the regime that she 
eventually fled to New York for safety.

In April 1996, Gao, then 69, was called 
from retirement to consult on a difficult 
case. A 42-year-old woman had ovarian 
surgery and was not getting better: Her 
stomach was bloated, she had a high fever 
and strange lesions on her skin. After find-
ing no routine infection or illness, Gao de-
manded an AIDS test for the young mother.

The government said AIDS was a disease 
of foreigners, spread through illicit drugs 
and promiscuous sex. Gao insisted on a 
test. The results came back; the woman 
had AIDS. Her husband and children 
tested negative. The patient was not a 
drug addict nor a prostitute, so Gao began 
to investigate. She determined the source 
was a government blood bank — Ms. Ba’s 
post-surgical blood transfusion infected 

Exile, continued Water, continued

her with HIV. “I realized the seriousness 
of the problem,” Gao later wrote. “If the 
blood in the blood bank carried the AIDS 
virus, then these victims would not be a 
small number.”

Read the story, and more about HIV/
AIDS in China, its treatment and preven-
tion. ■

Obamacare, continued Rosebud, continued
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Contact Us: For expert answers to ques-
tions on scripts, or a health-themed poster 
to help dress a set, contact hhs@usc.edu, 
(800) 283-0676, or visit www.usc.edu/hhs.  
 
Follow HH&S at www.facebook.com/ 
hollywoodhealth and @HollywdHealth 
on Twitter.

the beds, competing for space with tuber-
culosis, pneumonia, and liver and kidney 
failure. Diabetes is common. Life is short, 
violence high and health care lacking.

“There are three ‘spiritual’ paths here: 
Native Lakota, Christian or alcoholism,” 
says Rick Emery, a physician assistant here 
for the past 13 years. 

Across the United States, American 
Indian and Alaska Native youth ages 15 
to 24 are still committing suicide at rates 
three times the national average of 13 per 
100,000 people for their age group, ac-
cording to the U.S. surgeon general. On 
the Great Plains, the suicide rate for Native 
Americans is 10 times the national aver-
age. Unemployment hovers at 80 percent.

How did things get so bad out here 
in the middle of the windswept prairies, 
home to once-proud warriors? Is there any 
hope for the future?

Read the story, and more about dia-
betes, depression, and what the new 
health-care law means for Native Ameri-
cans. ■
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