
Factsheet
                                   CHAIN OF CONTAMINATION: THE FOOD LINK

              FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS

What chemicals were found?
Full details of the chemicals found are detailed in the report.

Briefly, many food items contained a mixture of different chemicals, from PCBs, flame retardants and
organotins to phthalates and artificial musks. In particular, oily fish and fatty food items such as meat and
dairy products contained higher levels of chemicals like organochlorine pesticides, PCBs and flame
retardants. There were some interesting results too, with chemicals such as DDTs, PCBs and flame
retardants found in foods such as orange juice, honey and brown bread. Most chemicals were found at low
levels (0.1 to 10ng/g or parts per billion) with the exception of the pththalates, which were found at levels
one or two orders of magnitude higher than this, and in one sample (olive oil) at a very high level.

Should I be worried?
The aim of this report is not to cause alarm but to raise awareness about the presence of industrial chemicals
in food and the cycle of contamination we are living in. The levels of the chemicals found are low, and by
themselves, are unlikely to cause direct effects to health. However, the presence of man-made chemical
residues in food is a cause for concern, as it is symptomatic of the extent to which the environment and food
chain are contaminated. Humans are exposed to numerous man-made chemicals, many with hazardous
properties, through various different routes, one of which is the diet. While it is difficult to prove definite
cause and effect, exposure to certain man-made chemicals, from a variety of sources, including food, is
thought to be linked to the occurrence and/or increasing incidence of certain human health impacts,
including certain cancers, obesity, diabetes, birth defects, effects on fertility, brain development and the
immune system.

The analysis of foods in this study was carried out to draw attention to the contamination issue and to
highlight the need for chemicals to be properly regulated, not to identify which foods pose a risk to human
health or that should be avoided. Contamination of the food chain and the food we eat is the result of poor
regulation of chemicals in the past, a situation WWF does not want to see continuing. A new EU chemicals
legislation (REACH) presently being discussed in Europe is a once in a lifetime opportunity to get man-
made chemicals properly regulated, and WWF is campaigning to ensure that it is not watered down by
industry lobbying and achieves what it set out to do, which is to protect the environment and human health.

Scientists from CASCADE, a European network focusing on endocrine disrupting chemicals in food, have
voiced their concerns about a watered-down REACH1.The network stresses the importance of a robust and
transparent REACH, to safeguard the progress of research on the health implications of chemicals.
http://cascade.projectcoordinator.net/projectweb/portalproject/About.html

                                                     
1 B. Demeneix et al, (2005). “Vote REACH for the safer management of chemicals in EU”,
Financial Times, UK, Nov 7 2005. More information about CASCADE: www.cascadenet.org



How will this affect me?
The chemicals detected in the food items we analysed were found at low levels (parts per billion) and on
their own are unlikely to directly affect people’s health. However, only a small number of food items were
analysed and those foods only represent a fraction of the food that someone might eat, so even if the levels
in each item are very low, they can still add up over time. Food is also not the only route by which people
are exposed to chemical contaminants (other important routes include inhalation in indoor air and dust, and
absorption over the skin) so the low levels in certain foods should not be grounds for complacency. After
all, national food safety authorities in the EU continually monitor the occurrence of chemical contaminants
in food from a variety of sources. We are all exposed to a large number of different chemicals everyday via
our modern lifestyles and there is increasing evidence for human health effects associated with consumer
exposure to chemicals. That is why WWF is calling for the regulation of chemicals to be improved via the
EU’s new REACH legislation.

How will this affect my children?
Children, infants and particularly the developing foetus are more sensitive to the effects of chemical
exposures than adults, principally because of the very fact they are still developing, and developmental
processes can be affected by exposure to certain chemicals. For example, research has shown that in utero
exposure to polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs), through the maternal consumption of contaminated fish, has
affected the brain development of children born to those mothers (reflected in lower IQ and cognitive
functions).
The sensitivity of the developing child is reflected in the advice given by the UK FSA (and other food
authorities) for pregnant or breast feeding women, or those trying to conceive, with regard to the
consumption of fish, shellfish and other foods which can contain hazardous chemicals contaminants, albeit
at low levels (www.food.gov.uk).

Does this mean all the food we eat is contaminated?
There is an element of truth to this statement, as there is compelling evidence of chemical contaminants
being detected in many different foods, but in the absence of information on every single food in general
consumption, we cannot say that ALL food is contaminated. For the foods where information exists, it is
clear that the nature and extent of contamination varies, depending on the type, source and geographical
origin of the food in question. For example, non-organic fruit and vegetables may contain detectable
residues of pesticides currently in use, fish, meat and fatty animal derived foods e.g. dairy products can
contain older chemicals that have been banned for years and processed foods can contain chemicals used in
packaging or in the manufacturing process. That is not to say, however, that non-organic fruit and
vegetables, or indeed organic fruit and vegetables, are free from older chemicals that can persist in the
environment. Contamination is also not limited to the chemicals we have looked at in this study. There are
many other kinds of chemicals that can be found in foods, including mercury and other heavy metals,
dioxins, furans and PAHs (polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons).

Food authorities in various countries provide comprehensive surveys of chemical contaminants in a wide
range of foods and independent researchers also investigate contaminants in food.

This study is intended to provide a snapshot of the kinds of contaminants that can be found in everyday
food items. It is not a comprehensive food survey aimed at determining dietary intakes or evaluating the
risk of eating certain foods.



How much exposure to chemicals comes through food?
For many of the chemicals analysed in this study, the primary route of exposure is dietary i.e. food. Human
exposure to the banned organochlorine pesticides and PCBs, at least in developed countries, comes almost
exclusively from the consumption of fish and fatty animal products (meat, offal, dairy) as these chemicals
are persistent and found as contaminants in the environment and subsequently the food chain (of both land
and sea).
For chemicals still in use or those only recently banned (but which can still be found in consumer articles)
e.g. some brominated flame retardants, food is still an important exposure route, but other routes may also
contribute significantly to exposure. For example, brominated flame retardants are found in food, but it has
been suggested that a more important route of exposure is via inhalation of indoor air and dust, where these
chemicals have been detected following their “leaking” out of the products and materials in which they
have been used (carpets, furniture, electrical appliances). Similarly, although exposure to phthalates via the
diet is important, there are many other exposure routes which contribute to exposure including inhalation of
indoor air and dust, skin absorption from personal care products and leaching of phthalates from medical
devices such as PVC tubing).

Where else does exposure come from?
See above – inhalation of indoor air is important for chemicals such as brominated flame retardants,
phthalates and artificial musks, absorption over the skin is important for phthalates and artificial musks.

What can I do to reduce my exposure?
At the end of each chemical fact sheet there are suggestions for how you might reduce exposure. e. g.
reduce the use of certain cosmetics and perfumes, particularly if pregnant, regular airing and vacuuming of
the home to minimise dust build up (and therefore inhalation of chemicals that can accumulate in dust),
avoidance of fatty, convenience foods, banishing odours in the home with natural  fragrances rather than air
fresheners…Following the FSA’s consumption advice for fish and shellfish, as well as other foods, is a
good idea in order to minimise your intake of chemical contaminants in these kinds of foods. Following
their consumption advice if you are pregnant or breast feeding is especially important as developing child is
more sensitive to the effects of chemical exposures than adults see above.

How will REACH reduce our exposure to chemicals?
If sufficiently strengthened, REACH will help identify and phase out the most hazardous chemicals,
replacing them by safer alternatives whenever possible. REACH could also give consumers the right to
know which hazardous chemicals are in the products they buy. This report shows that it is urgent to provide
information on the occurrence of persistent, toxic or bioaccumulative substances to work to reduce, phase-
out and ban chemicals that threaten wildlife and humans.
Chemicals are everywhere, and while some have brought enormous benefits to society, there are others that
bio-accumulate in our bodies and our environment. We find industrial chemicals in TVs, sofas, carpets,
plastic cups, in the regular food we eat every day… they have literally invaded our lives! The only way to
solve this is by setting up a proper chemicals management, that ensures that substances are properly safety
tested also for long term damages and makes sure safer alternatives are used whenever possible.

What is wrong with the Council text on Authorisation?
The Council text allows an authorisation for a chemical of high concern to be used even if a safer
alternative exists. Authorisation to use chemicals of very high concern should only be granted when there is
no safer alternative, an overwhelming societal need for the chemical exists, and measures to minimise
exposure are in place. The availability of a safer alternative alone should therefore be grounds to refuse
authorisation.



The Council Common Position does not adequately address the growing concerns related to chemicals with
endocrine disrupting properties. WWF is concerned that before such substances can be subject to
authorisation, they must be ‘scientific evidence of probable serious effects’. This sets the scientific bar too
high. To limit the use of precautionary action in this way would not necessarily be cost effective, as it
circumvents any consideration of the potential costs of inaction, as compared with the costs of action.

Why does WWF support the European Parliament’s approach on
authorisation?
The European Parliament supports the obligation to replace hazardous chemicals with safer alternatives
when these are available (the ‘substitution principle’). This requirement is essential to end the build-up of
harmful chemicals in our bodies and the environment.

What needs to happen next?
Members of the European Parliament’s Environment Committee will vote on 10 October and it is important
that the Committee confirms its support for the substitution principle. Negotiations between the European
Parliament and the Council will begin following the Environment Committee vote. The two institutions will
try to reach a Second Reading agreement. It is important that both the European Parliament and the Council
of Ministers agree that substitution should form the basis of the REACH authorisation process – in other
words an authorisation to use chemicals of very high concern should only be granted when there is no safer
alternative.


