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Plastic
food and
drink

packaging

ORIGIN OF THE CONTROVERSY, In 2009, a viral email
claimed that celebrity Sheryl Crowe developed breast cancer
after leaving her bottle of water in the car. The email was falsely
attributed to Johns Hopkins University and claimed that plastic
bottles and food containers contain chemicals called dioxins
which can leach into food and drink, causing reproductive and
developmental problems, liver damage and cancer.

CURRENT EVIDENCE, rood packaging is used to prevent
contamination, to enable food to be transported, to extend shelf
life and to provide a surface for labelling of products.

Dioxins are organic environmental pollutants released by the
burning of waste, especially PVC (polyvinyl chloride) and
aromatic compounds commonly used in hospitals. These
dioxins, after being released into the atmosphere, are taken up by
fish and animals and stored in fat. People are exposed to dioxins
most by eating meat and fish that is high in fat.

The plastics used to store drinks and food do not contain
dioxins, however many contain two other chemicals that have
caused public concern: phthalates and bisphenol A (BPA).

PHTHALATES, Phthalates are a group of chemicals that are
used to soften plastic in food packaging and a wide range of
other industrial and consumer products. Food Standards
Australia New Zealand (FSANZ) has confirmed that substances
used to make plastic packaging can leach into food and drink.

The evidence on the health effects of phthalates is mixed and
leading agencies around the world have taken different
approaches to regulating their use. Phthalates are considered to
be endocrine disrupting chemicals, which means they may
interfere with normal reproductive development in humans.

However, in 2000, the International Agency for Research on
Cancer (IARC) declared that DEHP was not classifiable as to its

I

carcinogenicity. Since that time, more evidence has become
available and in 2011, the classification of DEHP was upgraded to
Group 2B - possibly carcinogenic to humans. But the levels of

these leak into food are very low to cause cancer.

BISPHENOL A, Bisphenol A, or BPA is used in the
production of food and drink containers and food can linings. In
cans, BPA forms a barrier that prevents corrosion of the can and
the migration of metal into the food. Studies indicate that small
amounts of BPA can leach into drinks and food.

Concerns about the safety of BPA emerged after animal
studies showed that high doses of BPA may cause health
problems. In recent years there have been many extensive
reviews of the safety of BPA and the weight of scientific evidence
supports the view that BPA is safe at the levels to which people
are typically exposed.

What does the evidence show about plastic and
cancer?

People have claimed chemicals inside plastics leach into food
or drink causing cancer. In particular there have been concerns
about Bisphenol A (BPA) and dioxins in plastic bottles or plastic
containers.

But there is no convincing evidence to show using plastic
bottles or plastic containers increases the risk of cancer.

What research has been done?

Most of the concerns about plastic bottles and containers
focus on whether chemicals inside the plastic can move out into
food or drink. And if the levels of these chemicals could do us
any harm.

Can chemicals in plastic move into food and
drink?

Some studies have shown that small amounts of chemicals
from plastic containers can end up in the food or drinks that are
kept inside them. But the levels of these are very low.

The level of chemicals in food or drink can depend on things
like how the container is treated. For example plastic water
bottles in experiments have often been heated to high
temperatures, sometimes for a long time. And even in
experiments where plastic bottles are heated to temperatures as
high as 60°C for many hours, levels of chemicals that move into
food are drink are usually far under levels that are considered
unsafe.

These experiments are very different from everyday use, so it
is likely that levels of chemicals in food or drink would be far
below the levels that could be harmful.
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Some of these chemicals have been referred to as ‘endocrine
disrupting’ chemicals. This means they can affect how hormones
work. Some people have suggested that chemicals in plastic can
affect our hormone levels, and that this can cause cancer. But
there is no good evidence that this is true.

What chemicals are allowed in plastics?

In the UK there is very strict regulation about plastics
and other materials that are used for food or drink. This is to
make sure that chemicals can't move out of plastics and into
food and drink at high levels that could be harmful.

There are strict safety limits set in the UK that manufacturers
have to stick to. And products are tested to make sure they are in
line with regulations.

Can | microwave food in plastic containers or
covered in cling film?

Let's cover the original misinformation first: The earliest
missives warned that microwaved plastic releases
cancer-causing chemicals called dioxins into food. The problem
with that warning is that plastics don't contain dioxins. They are
created when garbage, plastics, metals, wood, and other
materials are burned. As long as you don't burn your food in a
microwave, you aren't exposing yourself to dioxins.

When food is wrapped in plastic or placed in a plastic
container and microwaved, BPA and phthalates may leak into the
food. Any migration is likely to be greater with fatty foods such
as meats and cheeses than with other foods. Old, scratched, or
cracked containers, or those that have been microwaved many
times, may leach out more plasticizers.

There is no good scientific evidence that microwaving food
in plastic containers or wrapped in cling film can affect the risk of
cancer.

You can use most cling film and plastics in the microwave,
just make sure you use them as the instructions say.

In any case it is better to use plastic containers specially
designed to use in microwaves which display a microwave-safe
icon or transfer food to glass or ceramic containers labeled for
use in microwave ovens. (Don't let plastic wrap touch food
during microwaving because it may melt).Better not to use
microwave plastic storage bags or plastic bags from the grocery
store. Before microwaving food, be sure to vent the container:
leave the lid ajar, or lift the edge of the cover. If you'd like more
information about cooking safely in the microwave, look at Johns
Hopkins University recommendations or the US Food Safety
Inspection Service website.

HOAX EMAILS AND MYTHS, There are many hoax
emails and unreliable internet articles warning about the
so-called dangers of plastic bottles, containers and films. The
emails generally warn people about reusing plastic bottles,
freezing water in them or leaving them in hot cars. Some of them
also talk about microwaving food in plastic containers or covered
with plastic films.

However, there is no convincing scientific evidence to back
up these claims or to suggest that any of these products could
cause cancer.

BISPHENOL A (BPA), There have been lots of articles
talking about the safety of BPA in plastics. But there is no good
evidence that BPA can cause cancer in people. The European
Food Safety Authority also did a full scientific review of BPA and
concluded there was no health risk.

DIOXINS, Some hoax emails have circulated claiming that
reusing, heating or freezing water bottles releases
cancer-causing chemicals called dioxins. Some also mention a
chemical called DEHA, a chemical found in plastics that the
emails claim could potentially cause cancer.

Some of these emails credit the warnings about plastics to
Johns Hopkins University in America, but the university denies
any involvement(link is external). On their website, they say:

“The Internet is flooded with messages warning against
freezing water in plastic bottles or cooking with plastics in the
microwave oven. These messages, frequently titled “Johns
Hopkins Cancer News” or “Johns Hopkins Cancer Update,” are
falsely attributed to Johns Hopkins and we do not endorse their
content.”

Professor Rolf Halden of Johns Hopkins' Bloomberg School
of Public Health has said that freezing actually works against the
release of chemicals. Halden stressed that people should not be
afraid of drinking water because of “miniscule amounts of
chemical contaminants present in [their] water supply.”

Other versions of the emails say that the claims are endorsed
by the Walter Reed Army Medical Center. Again, this is not true.

Source 1: W, Australian Cancer Council,:
hittps://www.cancerwa.asn.au/resources/cancermyths/plastics-food-
storage-myth/

Source 2; Harvard Medical School:

hitps://www. health. harvard.edu/staying-healthy/microwaving-lfood-in-
plastic-dangerous-or-not

Source 3: Cancer research, UK:
http:/fwww.cancerresearchuk.org/about-cancer/causes-of cancer/
cancer-controversies/plastic-bottles-and-cling-film
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