Today’s piece was prepared by Meredith Dunn, MD and is based on an article from Time Magazine “The Perils of Plastic:Young children are subjected to plastics in their every day life such as eating utensils, plates, bowls that might contain dangerous toxins.” http://www.time.com/time/specials/packages/article/0,28804,1976909_1976908,00.html 

SUMMARY: This article reports on the emerging evidence that chemicals in everyday products, specifically bisphenol A (BPA) and phthalates, and discusses that research shows correlations between levels of these chemicals found in human beings and health disorders, including obesity, diabetes, ADHD and autism. The article discusses the worry that some of the effects scientists have seen from these chemicals in animal studies (defective ova, behavioral changes, fetal exposure linked to mammary cancer and genital defects, neurobehavioral problems) may have the same harms in people.  It explains the dose-dependent theory of toxicology, reviews the emerging technology for detecting chemical levels in human body fluids, and mentions the need for more research on the effects of these chemicals on people. Finally, it discusses the barriers to regulating these chemicals, including political pressure from lobbyists for chemical companies, lack of political will, and the huge challenge of studying these chemicals in isolation given the numerous varied exposures each person encounters. Throughout the article, the reader finds quotes from researchers/scientists with their opinions on the impact of plastic on human health and the environment.

CRITIQUE: This article has many positive elements. It does a good job explaining that the information it presents suggests correlation between BPA and health effects, but that more research needs to be done to determine causation.  (The science around endocrine disrupters is far from settled.) It recognizes clearly the need for more (human) studies and better evidence, and even mentions barriers to getting better data (ie., isolating a single exposure in people given the milieu in which we live). It tries to present both sides of the story (discusses that human exposure to BPA and phthalates is below government-set safety levels, and mentions that some peer-reviewed studies do not show a positive connection between BPA and health problems).

However, the article also has many problems. Even though they do mention both sides of the story, I thought the author had a clear agenda in mind in writing this article (that there should be more regulation) To me, it seemed as though he was using the fear factor to engage readers, but once planting this fear, he didn’t provide his readers with the tools/resources to address the fear (though the article does link to Top 10 Household Toxins). http://www.time.com/time/specials/packages/completelist/0,29569,1976909,00.html 

In addition, as we often find in media articles related to health, it references many studies and summarizes the results in a sentence (¦a 2009 study from Belgium found that children exposed to higher levels of toxic chemicals like polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs) before birth were fatter than those who had lower exposure.) but gives no further information about the study design that may lead us to accept or reject the results. It is likely that the lay reader would take these claims at face value.

While the article mentions several times the possible correlation between the chemicals and child development (and includes it in the subtitle of the article), it does not go very far in discussing this correlation, which I think contributes to hype and fear more than it does knowledge.

RESOURCES ON ENVIRONMENTAL HEALTH: 
VIDEO: Gender-Bending Environmental Chemicals: Is there a Concern for Children? Richard Grady, MD and Sheela Sathyanarayana, MD, MPH, Seattle Children’s Ground Rounds http://www.seattlechildrens.org/healthcare-professionals/education/online-grand-rounds/gender-bending-environmental-chemicals-concern-children/ 

Bisphenol A Information from WA State Department of Health, Division of Environmental Health http://www.doh.wa.gov/ehp/oehas/bpa.htm 

Pediatric Environmental Health Specialty Units Academically-based, located across the United States, Canada and Mexico, capable of responding to requests regarding prevention, diagnosis, management, and treatment of environmentally-related health effects in children http://aoec.org/PEHSU/index.html 

AAP Healthy Children AAP Q&A page on BPA  http://www.healthychildren.org/english/ages-stages/baby/feeding-nutrition/Pages/QA-on-BPA-for-Parents.aspx?nfstatus=401&nftoken=00000000-0000-0000-0000-000000000000&nfstatusdescription=ERROR%3a+No+local+token 

Agency for Toxic Substances and Disease Registry Link also available from DB Peds Resources http://www.atsdr.cdc.gov/index.html 

Children's Health Protection EPA site, link also available from DB Peds Resources http://yosemite.epa.gov/ochp/ochpweb.nsf/content/homepage.htm 

And that’s today’s Developmental & Behavioral Pediatrics: IN THE NEWS!

