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Hormone disrupting chemicals: slow progress to
regulation
Chemicals such as phthalates may harm humans but remain ubiquitous in manufactured goods.
Barbara Casassus reports on what is happening in the EU

Barbara Casassus freelance journalist

Paris, France

What are endocrine disruptors?
Some 800 chemicals are known or suspected to interfere with
hormone receptors, synthesis, or conversion at some dose.1

These endocrine disrupting chemicals—for example, phthalates
and parabens—are present in small quantities in scores of
industrial and consumer goods, including children’s toys, food,
pesticides, personal care products, and almost all plastics. Only
a fraction have been investigated for evidence of harm to human
and animal health. A few have been banned: bisphenol A in
products for infants in Europe, the US, and Canada; and some
parabens in cosmetics in those countries and Japan. France bans
bisphenol A in materials that come into contact with food.

Who is worried?
Last month, partly in response to 19 public petitions, some of
them asking for bans to be introduced or enforced, the European
Parliament held a hearing. Many health and environmental
experts are also alarmed by slow progress in identifying and
prohibiting harmful substances. Endocrine disrupting chemicals
are high on the political agenda in Belgium, France, Denmark,
and Sweden, says Pavel Poc, vice chair of the parliament’s
environment, public health, and food safety committee.

How serious is the threat to health?
Evidence about the long term health effect of low exposure is
“overwhelming,” Barbara Demeneix, an endocrinology
researcher for the French National Science Research Centre
(CNRS), tells The BMJ. Research links endocrine disruptors to
cancer, obesity, thyroid and neurodevelopmental disorders,
infertility, and reduced IQ, she says. A 2013 report from the
UN Environment Programme and World Health Organization
described “a global threat” from “an increasing burden of disease
across the globe in which EDCs [endocrine disruptors] are likely
playing an important role, and future generations may also be

affected.”1 The health costs of a limited number of endocrine
disruptors in Europe have been estimated at €163bn (£140bn;
$200bn) a year, says Natacha Cingotti, senior chemicals and
health policy officer for the non-profit making Health and
Environment Alliance in Brussels.2 The real cost is greater, she
says, and will “continue to rise sharply unless urgent action is
taken.”

Do the experts agree?
No. One of those who disagree is Daniel Dietrich, a toxicology
researcher at the Konstanz University in Germany. He says this
estimate of cost burden is based on flawed research and “highly
speculative.” At the European Parliament in March he said,
“Synthetic EDCs at the present exposure are no risk for human
health,” compared with natural endocrine disruptors such as
sugar.

Is regulation coming?
In 2009 the European Union pledged to identify hormone
disruptors in pesticides that might warrant a ban.3 It set a
deadline of December 2013 for the European Commission to
draft criteria for identifying such substances. The commission
missed this deadline, so Sweden took it to court and won. The
EU finally agreed criteria in December 2017.4 This has not
placated scientists: “The bar (for proving that chemicals are
EDCs) is too high, and the approach is too narrow to protect
health,” says Cingotti. She fears that draft guidance due in June
for applying the criteria could fail. And myriad other products
are yet to be considered.

Has industry lobbied against regulation?
Industry lobbying against regulation has been strong because
endocrine disruptors are used in many manufacturing sectors,
says Nina Holland, a researcher at Corporate Europe
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Observatory, which campaigns to restrain business influence
over EU policy. The observatory has emails from industry to
the commission that cast doubt on harms.5 6 “The commission
justifies its hesitation by saying there is still scientific
controversy,” Holland says. “This is just an excuse to delay
action. All endocrinology societies agree that EDCs, and
particularly mixtures, are dangerous to health.” The European
Chemical Industry Council, a trade organisation representing
670 members and affiliates, brushes off allegations of
obstructing regulation, however. “The chemical industry has
always been in favour of clear science based criteria” for
identifying endocrine disruptors, it told The BMJ.

What will happen next?
The European health commissioner, Vytenis Andriukaitis, said
last July that the commission would devise a new strategy for
hormone disruptors to go “beyond pesticides,” covering, “for
example, toys, cosmetics, and food packaging,” but he gave no
publication date.
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