Your Health with Dr. Rhonda Low - Teflon (January 31, 2006)

The non-stick coating Teflon is found in many household products, and not just pots and pans.   But there is new concern a chemical in Teflon may have an impact on your health. Although definitive studies are still underway, U.S. officials have asked chemical companies to phase out the use of a key ingredient in Teflon.

Whether it's a carpet in a home or a set of pots and pans, Teflon is found in products all around us. But the key chemical in Teflon -- called perfluoro-octanoic acid, or "p-foa," may pose a serious health risk. P-foa's are found in the stain-resistants in clothing, and they are also used to make the coating inside small french-fry holders and popcorn packages, which keep the oil from leaking through. But once heated up the chemical moves into the oil and can be ingested. 

"It would be hard to imagine a chemical that is more widespread now in our environment. It is found everywhere from babies in the womb to whales in the ocean.   And beyond that it is indestructible in the environment. It lasts forever," says Ken Cook of the Environmental Working Group. That's why the U.S. federal government is now taking action. 

The Environmental Protection Agency has asked chemical companies like DuPont and 3-M to phase out the use of p-foa by 2015, and to reduce its use by 95% by the year 2010. According to Susan Hazen of the EPA, "This is the right thing to do and we are going to move forward with this." The Environmental Working Group says 96% of North Americans have at least some level of p-foa in their systems. The chemicals have been shown to cause cancer in animals, but no one has been able to link the levels of p-foa found in household products to cancer in humans. 

Already industry heavyweight DuPont has agreed to the government's request. But what does this mean for the consumer? Should you throw out your stain resistant clothing or pots and pans? Officials say no. So far there is no concrete information these products are causing a hazard, and the government is simply taking a precaution. 
 

Dr. Rhonda Low’s Additional Comments: 
What about Teflon non-stick pans---should we throw them away? 
No, you can keep those non-stick pans because they’re not considered a problematic source of p-foa's. This is because even though p-foa's are used to make non-stick pans, nearly all of it burns off during the manufacturing process so there's no significant risk.  

Lots of people have microwave popcorn at home. Should they stop using these too? 
Those French fry boxes and microwave popcorn bags are another story because they're coated in a film that contain a lot of p-foa's, so it’s possible that you could end up ingesting some pfoa’s along with your microwave popcorn. A final report advising the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency has found that p-foa’s should be considered a likely carcinogen, but experts are not advising people to stop using these products because they say they need more evidence. Still, if you're concerned about decreasing your risk and total accumulation of these molecules in your body, you can make small changes now, such as micro waving your popcorn in a plain brown paper bag. 
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