
A14 | Friday, October 1, 2010 | San Francisco Chronicle and SFGate.com GXXXXX N

OPINION

By Michael Wilkes 
and Jerome Hoffman

UC Davis just
announced a
seminar for

the public on “men’s health.”
That title notwithstanding,
the program appears to be
entirely about prostate can-
cer and in particular about
the prostate specific antigen
screening test. Prostate
cancer can be devastating,
and the PSA is intended to
find cancer early — in time
to do something about it.

If only it were that simple.
Research has shown that
there are steps people can
take to improve the quality
and length of their lives,
even before they’re having
any symptoms. (That’s what
“screening” for disease is.)

Unfortunately, though,
the devil’s in the details, and
many possible screening
programs turn out not to do
any good — and in fact some
tests like PSA cause harm.
That’s why virtually all
expert public health panels
do not recommend the PSA
test.

A blood test that isn’t
accurate can fail to find
disease that’s present, lead-
ing to false reassurance. It
can also report disease when
it’s not really there, leading
to unnecessary use of other
tests (like biopsy) that are
not so benign. Perhaps most
concerning, the PSA test
frequently identifies some-
thing that qualifies as cancer
under a microscope but acts
nothing like cancer in real
life. That is to say, the large
majority of PSA-discovered
“cancers” would never cause
any problem whatsoever if
they went undetected. 

But because doctors can’t
tell whether one of these

“cancers” is benign (as it
usually is), or might occa-
sionally be one of the bad
actors, finding something
through screening invari-
ably leads to treating it. 

Most of the men so treated
would have been just fine if
they never knew about the
cancer. But when they’re
treated (whether with sur-
gery, radiation or chemo-
therapy), the majority suffer
really life-affecting effects,
such as impotence and/or
incontinence. That’s why
both of the two very large
trials of PSA screening pub-
lished in 2009 found no (or
at most a tiny) benefit, but a
great deal of harm.

Sadly, most men are never
told the facts about the test,
nor are they encouraged to
make their own informed
decision. The UC Davis
course doesn’t even ac-
knowledge a problem with
prostate cancer screening.
Its expert presenters —
including two urologists and
a professional football play-
er (!) — will tell you that you
need to “know your (PSA)
statistics” beginning at age
40. Contrast this to the com-
ments of Dr. Richard Ablin,
the inventor of the PSA test,
who has publicly called it “a
hugely expensive public
health disaster,” with accu-
racy “hardly better than a
coin toss.”

We can’t say why UC
Davis offers this course that
ignore scientific evidence,
but we wonder whether it
just might have to do with
money. Testing for and treat-
ing PSA-identified cancer is
a large part of the practice of
many urologists so it may
not be surprising that urol-
ogy groups take a far more
positive stance on the test
than almost any other doc-

tors. They also fund a pro-
PSA lobby that now in-
cludes the National Football
League. 

Health care spending is
threatening to wreak greater
and greater havoc on our
economy. That’s not to say
we shouldn’t invest in treat-
ments that lead to improved
health, even when they’re
expensive. 

And UC Davis, the NFL
and surgical device compa-
nies have the right in our
society to promote events in
order to increase their prof-
its. But we worry when
companies and doctors with
a conflict of interest sponsor
what could be considered an
infomercial endorsement to
unsuspecting men without
telling them they might end
up being harmed as a result
of a simple PSA blood test.

Michael Wilkes is a professor
of medicine at UC Davis, and
Jerome Hoffman is a professor
of emergency medicine at the
University of Southern
California. Both are
researchers/consultants for the
U.S. Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention.
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By Delaine Eastin

My grandmother’s favorite
poem ends with the line, 

“For of all sad words of
tongue or pen, the saddest are
these: ‘It might have been!’ ”

So much might have been so
much better in California had
Gov. Arnold Schwarzenegger and
some feckless members of the
Legislature not put their no-taxes
pledge ahead of our children’s
destiny. With $17 billion in spend-
ing cuts in education over the
past two years, many of the initia-
tives that were showing such
promise are being axed by a pen-
ny-wise, pound-foolish set of
policies.

In 1995, when I proposed cut-
ting class sizes in kindergarten
through third grade, then-Gov.
Pete Wilson at first rejected the
call, saying he had a better idea of
what to do with the money,
namely a tax cut. When the Leg-
islature rejected that plan, Wilson
graciously embraced reduced
class size — phased in over six
weeks!

Local educators and the staff at
the Department of Education
implemented the program with
breathtaking speed and all over
California our children benefited.
The response was overwhelming-
ly positive and children made
great strides educationally, stud-
ies showed. Teachers could give
kids the one-on-one attention
they deserve.

RAND released a report in
2000 entitled, “Improving Stu-
dent Achievement” that com-
pared student achievement
around the United States. The
researchers found that the high-
est performing states have five
characteristics in common:
1 Higher per-pupil expenditures
1 Lower pupil-teacher ratio in
lower grades
1 Higher percentages of teachers
reporting adequate resources for
teaching
1 More children in public pre-

kindergarten programs
1 Lower teacher turnover. 

Gov. Schwarzenegger and his
party get five F’s on those five
characteristics, unlike most Cali-
fornia Republican and Demo-
cratic governors of my lifetime,
starting with Earl Warren.

Increasing class size is an even
more egregious policy today.
Unlike in the 1940s and 1950s,
when many California elementa-
ry schools had a 20-1 pupil-teach-
er ratio in lower grades (I was the
20th child in Mrs. McLaws’ class
at Brittan Acres Elementary
School in San Carlos, down from
44th at my former elementary
school), today our elementary
students are much more likely to
be learning English in addition to
learning to read. Fully one-half of
our kindergarteners in California
speak a language other than En-
glish at home. So just as class-size
reduction became more impor-
tant, the governor is abandoning
it. It makes me heartsick. 

So please California, do not be
surprised that the United States
has dropped from No. 1 in college
graduates to No. 12. At the very
time that the rest of the world has
figured out what made America
rich (great public education), we
have closed the door to the next
generation of blue-collar children
seeking to invent, compose, build,
develop and dream of a greater
future for our nation. 

In addition to raising class size
in K-3, the governor has short-
ened the school year and eviscer-
ated preschool programs, sum-
mer school and other safety net
programs — all in the name of no
new taxes. 

Today we have the researchers
telling us that education is the
key to success, but our leadership
seems to be saying that it knows
best and the kids will just have to
do without. This is folly on a
grand scale. I weep for the chil-
dren of California. 

Delaine Eastin is the former
California superintendent of public
instruction.

Flunking out: The loss
of reduced class size
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By David Horsey

In his final days on the job,
California’s action-hero
governor is facing down a

gang of oily Texans who want to
kill his environmental legacy.

Arnold Schwarzenegger has
had a rough ride during his
years running the nation’s big-
gest state. 

Though he has done a far
better job than some ever ex-
pected when the Hollywood
muscle-man announced he was
jumping from movies to govern-
ment back in the special election
of 2003, his inexperience and
bravura often foiled his best
intentions.

Then again, it’s hard to say
who could have done better
given the train wreck that is
California’s governing system.

In its best days, Schwarzeneg-
ger’s tenure has been an echo of a
long-gone era when progressive
Republicans were the shining
stars of West Coast politics. In the
1960s and ’70s, Republicans like
Washington’s three-term Gov.
Dan Evans and Oregon’s Gov.
Tom McCall and Sen. Mark Hat-
field stood up for clean govern-
ment and a clean environment
and stood against anti-reform
Democrats as well as reactionary
members of their own parties.

Evans famously drove right-
wing John Birch Society activ-
ists out of the state party and let
it be an open secret that he was
no fan of another Hollywood
actor who had just taken power
in Sacramento, Ronald Reagan.
McCall battled developers and

private interests to institute
land use planning and urban
growth boundaries. Hatfield
took heat from Republican
President Richard Nixon for his
unwavering opposition to the
Vietnam War.

Schwarzenegger’s compara-
ble moment of heroic indepen-
dence came when he champi-
oned the Western Climate Ini-
tiative over the opposition of his
party’s leader, President George
W. Bush.

The initiative grew out of a
pact reached in 2003 between
the governors of California,
Washington and Oregon aimed
at reducing the environmental
damage caused by greenhouse
gases. By 2007, those states were
joined by four more Western
states and four Canadian prov-
inces in the climate initiative.
(Arizona has since backed out,
thanks in part to the state’s new
governor, who hails from the
head-in-the-sand wing of the
Republican Party.)

Bush and his patrons in the
polluting industries were not at
all happy about the initiative
because, state by state, it would
set up the kind of cap-and-trade
system they had successfully
blocked at the federal level.
They knew the emissions deal
was an end run, as were similar
initiatives being developed on
the East Coast and among Mid-
western states. If these schemes
worked, industries would be
free to pump out their harmful
gases without penalty only in
the states of the old Confedera-
cy.

Bush and company leaned on
Schwarzenegger, but he bravely
leaned back. In 2006, the Global
Warming Solutions Act was put
into effect with the goal of re-
ducing California’s greenhouse
gas emissions to 1990 levels by
2020.

Then along came the Texans
— specifically Tesoro Corp. and
Valero Energy Corp. Both com-
panies have big oil refineries in
California that spew out the
targeted gases, so they joined
with other industries to back
Proposition 23, a ballot measure
that, if passed this November,
would delay implementation of
the emissions law until un-
employment numbers drop to
5.5 percent for four consecutive
quarters. Because it could be
years, if not decades, before that
happens, passage of the propo-
sition would neuter the law and
preserve the polluted status
quo. And because California is
the biggest dog on the block, the
state’s removal from the emis-
sions fight would effectively
neuter the multi-state initiative
as well.

The Texans and their allies
must have been feeling pretty
clever when they dreamed up
Prop. 23 — such a simple, devi-

ous way to scuttle the dreams of
girly-man greenies across the
West. But this week, Schwarz-
enegger called them out. Speak-
ing at the Commonwealth Club
in Santa Clara, the governor
pointed an accusing finger at
Tesoro and Valero and charged
them with conspiring to buy off
voters. The oil companies’ moti-
vation, he said, was nothing but
“self-serving greed.”

“I want to talk about the
corruption of the democratic
process and about forces will-
ing to sabotage this country’s
economic future for private
gain,” Schwarzenegger said. “I
want to talk about the Texas oil
interests that have descended
upon California to overturn a
California environmental law,
and then, as soon as they have
done their dirty work, thanks to
millions of dollars of scare-
tactic advertising, they intend,
in the words of their own
spokesperson, to fold up their
tents and go home.”

Branding Valero and Tesoro
as two of the state’s worst pol-
luters, Schwarzenegger said the
oil companies’ calculation of the
costs of reducing carbon diox-
ide in the atmosphere does not
take into account the far more

enormous costs of failing to
build an alternative energy
future.

“They are creating a shell
argument that this is about
saving jobs,” Schwarzenegger
said. “Does anybody really
believe that these companies,
out of the goodness of their
black oil hearts, are spending
millions and millions of dollars
to protect jobs? This is like Eva
Braun writing a kosher cook-
book. It’s not about jobs at all,
ladies and gentlemen. It is about
their ability to pollute and thus
protect their profits.”

At least once before, Texas
energy hucksters bamboozled
citizens of California and the
West — remember Enron? So, it
is electrifying to hear a Repub-
lican politician expose the big
corporations that relentlessly
subvert public policy and the
national interest. Arnold
Schwarzenegger might be leav-
ing office with a mixed record of
accomplishment, but when it
comes to challenging these
modern-day bandits of indus-
try, he could be the boldest
action hero we’ve got.

David Horsey is a cartoonist for
Hearst Newspapers.
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