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Good morning Senator Ortiz, Assemblyman Frommer and distinguished committee members.  Thank you for inviting me to be here today and for convening this important hearing.  

My name is Karen Holly and I am honored to be here to give you an account of my story and history with breast cancer.  I am ready and eager to testify hoping that what I say will make a difference in the lives of others who are now facing this disease and the numerous others who will follow.  I am not a scientist, researcher, or epidemiologist, I am a women who has been living with breast cancer since 1989.   My area of expertise is not of toxins, genomes, epidemiology or the environment.  What I do offer is my life story as an “at risk” African American female who was 34years old when diagnosed with an aggressive stage III breast cancer. 

So I will tell you my story which is only a small representation of my community.   My mother was born in Chicago; her stepfather was a mortician.  As children she and her siblings would play in the basement of their homes where corpses, coffins and chemicals used for embalming were stored.  Her family later moved to a rural area in Dallas, Texas lived on a farm across the road from a slaughterhouse.  Eventually they migrated to New York City where she worked at a dry cleaner business.   My father was raised in East St. Louis in a relatively poor neighborhood.  He left St. Louis after completing High School and moved to New York City where he found employment as a butcher in a meatpacking house.  He eventually landed a job as a correction officer working in the Lower East Side at a facility called the “TOMBS”, part of the city’s prison system.  Due to rioting and numerous problems this location was forced to close.  He told us (family) of the chemicals (gases) used to subdue prisoners who were out of control and due to the rodent and roach population, pest control was also an issue.  Well 53 years ago, my parents met fell in love, were married and tried to start a family.  After several miscarriages, my mother took drugs to help her carry her pregnancy to full term.  As a result I was born and three years later my brother came along.  

We grew up in the Dykeman projects for 13 years in upper Manhattan, at the end of the Harlem River, across from the Con Edison PowerPoint.  There was a big city park along the Harlem River drive where we would play as children.  The city park agencies would spry for insects and bugs several times a year.  The housing authority would have our apartment sprayed for roaches and an occasional mouse. This happened a few times a year.  Our home was clean, we were blessed to have a safe place to live and play and we were loved. 

My brother and I got our shoes from the neighborhood Buster Brown shoe store, where they would ex-ray our feet when we were being fitted.   We all thought this was really cool.  My hair was thick and curly so at age 8 my mother started to use hair relaxers (chemicals) in it in order to have better control and straighten it out.   My mother did get a better job with the airlines and as children we got to travel quite a lot.

When I entered High School, my family moved to the largest apartment complex in the 5 boroughs, COOP City in the Bronx.  This was built entirely on landfill.  This apartment was also sprayed to control pest and rodents.  That is just how things were done.  

I started my menstrual cycle at age 10, and due to heavy cramps and irregular cycles I was later placed on the pill to help regulate this.  I had a history of fainting for no apparent reason and after numerous scans, ex-rays and tests nothing out of the norm was found, except anemia.  At age 16 I did have an abortion, at age 20 married, ready to start a family I had a tubular pregnancy.  This resulted in having my right ovary and tube removed.  I had a miscarriage in the 80’s and have never been able to conceive since then.  

My entire family smoked cigarettes, (we no longer do) I ate fried foods, I did moderate exercise, I smoked pot and drank alcohol on occasion, and I have been a big girl most of my life.  

In 1989, at age 34 I found a lump in my breast that ended up being a very aggressive, large stage III tumor with lymph node involvement.  I had a mastectomy followed with chemotherapy in 1990.  This put me in premature menopause.    I was the only one in my family to have cancer.

Five years later the cancer returned on the same side, more aggressive and now at stage IV.  I had additional surgeries, all lymph nodes removed on the right side, more chemotherapy and radiation.   In October of 1997 I had a stem cell rescue which more chemotherapy and a month of hospitalization in a sterile environment.   Some time later I had bone metastasis and still continue to have treatments of Aredia every 3weeks to keep my cancer at bay.  Menopause is now a permanent state of being due to the medications I take.

This past November I began to have problems breathing, there was fluid accumulating around my left lung on several occasions.  I had surgery in December to close off the pleural sack around my lungs so no further fluid could get in this area.  Cancer cells were found in the surrounding fluid.  I did some chemotherapy after the surgery but this was stopped after a short time as it was determined it was not the right course of treatment for me.

This past June my breathing became more labored.  After more scans and tests, a growth was found in the lining of my left lung.  I am now back taking another type of oral chemotherapy, which by the way my co-payment is $1200 for a six-week cycle.  I was taking Tomoxifin, a hormonal therapy, for approximately 3 years, but I developed numerous side effects, one being blood clots.  This forced me to switch to another hormonal therapy called Femera, the co-pay for this is $256 per month.  It is not supposed to have as many of the side effects as Tomoxifin.  This past Monday, I had a CT Scan, as my breathing is not getting better, but worse.  These results will be available this Thursday.

When I was originally diagnosed in 1989 I was the only family member to have cancer. In 1999 my father was diagnosed with prostate cancer, and has become a dialysis patient.  That same year my mother’s sister found a lump in her breast and she had a lumpectomy.  The saddest incident was in 2000 when my mother was diagnosed with breast cancer.  She had a lumpectomy followed with radiation.  At age 97 my grandmother, on my mothers side, found a lump in her breast, she did not die due to cancer rather she had a stroke.  My brother was spared of cancer but at age 33 his kidneys failed and he has been on dialysis for 12 years and still awaits a kidney.   I grew up in a city that never sleeps.  My background is in telecommunications and computer training for companies such as Zeneca Ag Products, and Chevron Ag Products and Chiron Corporation a Biotech company.

Since 1989 I have consciously altered my life style.  I watch what I eat, and up until this past June, exercised more often.   I avoid the use of chemicals known to be harmful; I only use glass in my microwave.  I advocate for better health policies and legislation.   I try to educate and empower my community and other communities to be responsible and advocate for themselves with reference to health care issues.  What else can I do? What can my community do to prevent this dreadful disease from taking over and having its way?  How can we be involved in coming up with a process and discussions in finding solutions to this breast cancer issue?  

As previously stated, I am only one story among many of African American women at risk of being diagnosed with breast cancer.

I live in Richmond, CA not too far from the chemical plants, which more times than I would like, have problems of spillage or gasses escaping and sometimes delayed notification to the public.  So I ask you, if the air is polluted and the waters are tainted, if economics only allow me to afford to live in Richmond near chemical plants, and if my fruits and veggies are being sprayed and my beef and chicken are hormonally being enhanced. Just what else can I do?   What exposures or combinations of exposures must be looked at and studied.  What are the studies being conducted to protect our future? Is poverty a carcinogen?  Please help us, (my community) to understand the research and what it means.  Let the community be included in decisions that affect our lives.   I meet more and more African American women under the age of 40 being diagnosed with breast cancer.  How do I save my sisters, our families, and our communities?   This is my urgent plea; time is of the essence to expedite finding solutions.

I thank you for your time, your ears and your heartfelt concern.
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