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Research on the environment and women’s health

Multi-disciplinary scientific staff working with colleagues 
at Brown, Harvard, UC Berkeley and community partners

Funders: National Institutes of Health, National Science 
Foundation, Avon Foundation, private donors, foundations …

Science publications: Cancer, Environmental Health 
Perspectives, Environmental Science & Technology, 
American Journal of Public Health . . .
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People want to know: How can I reduce my 
exposure while science and regulations are 

being worked out?

And policy- 
makers need 
to understand 
exposure to 
develop 
controls



Growing interest in chemical safety led 
 to good media coverage of the study
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Why are we worried about these chemicals?
BPA, some phthalates are endocrine disruptors
• BPA

– Complex mix of activity including estrogenic
– Effects in animal studies raise concerns about breast and 

prostate cancer, brain development
– General population exposure primarily from food packaging, but 

medical exposure can be higher

• DEHP and other phthalates
– Anti-androgenic, act cumulatively
– Disrupt development of male reproductive tract, maybe 

neurological effects
– Recent study: 25% kids exceed health guideline 

(Koch et al. 2011)
– Exposure from diet, building materials, consumer products, 

medicines and medical equipment
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Who was in the study?

• 20 individuals in 5 families
• San Francisco Bay Area
• 10 adults
• 10 children ages 3-12
• Reported eating canned foods, 

microwaving in plastic, drinking from 
plastic water bottles, eating meals not 
prepared at home

• Selected from 63 volunteer families
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Study design
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Dietary Intervention
• 3 days all food catered

– Prepared from fresh, organic fruits, vegetables, grains, and 
meats

– Avoided contact with plastic utensils or non-stick cookware
– Stored food in glass with space between food and plastic lid

• No microwaving or storing in plastic
• Stainless steel water bottles and lunch containers
• Milk, OJ, etc. in glass if possible, or LDPE
• Coffee from french press or ceramic drip
• Avoid meals, coffee, drinks prepared outside the home
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Not all chemicals decreased

MEHP, MEOHP, and MEHHP are metabolites of diethylhexyl phthalate
MEP is a metabolite of diethyl phthalate
MBUP is a metabolite of dibutyl phthalate and butylbenzyl phthalate
MBZP is a metabolite of butylbenzyl phthalate
MMEP is a metabolite of dimethyl phthalate
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Changes were most pronounced among 
participants with high initial exposure

Chemical Statistic
Before 

Intervention Intervention Change
(ng/L) (ng/L)

BPA
Average 
(GM) 3.7 1.2 -66%

90th 
percentile 11 2.9 -73%

Maximum 16 3.9 -76%

MEHHP
Average 
(GM) 57 25 -56%

90th 
percentile 200 46 -77%

Maximum 1400 84 -94%

(A metabolite of 
the phthalate 
DEHP)
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Summary of findings
• 3 days of a fresh food diet . . . 

– reduces BPA by 66%
– reduces phthalate DEHP by 53-56%

• Larger reductions at higher exposures
• Food packaging is the major source of 

exposure to these chemicals
• Other common phthalates not reduced
Of interest: Manufacturers believe DEHP has been 

removed from food packaging



The workers:
Breast Cancer Fund – Janet Gray, Connie Engel, Jeanne Rizzo, J. Nudelman
Silent Spring Institute - Ruthann Rudel, Janet Ackerman, Julia Green Brody
Axys Laboratories - Teresa Rawsthorne
The funders: This research was supported by the Passport Foundation 
(Charlotte, NC, USA) and the Susan S. Bailis Breast Cancer Research Fund at 
Silent Spring Institute. The Vassar IRB reviewed the study plan.
Article citations:  Rudel, R.A, J.M. Gray, C.L. Engel, T.W. Rawsthorne, R.E. 
Dodson, J.M. Ackerman, J. Rizzo, J.L. Nudelman, J.G. Brody. 2011. Food 
packaging and bisphenol A and bis(2-ethyhexyl) phthalate exposure: Findings 
from a dietary intervention. Environmental Health Perspectives, July 1, 2011; 
doi:10.1289/ehp.1003170 .

Letter exchange with phthalate manufacturers also in July 2011 EHP!

Tip sheets etc. at www.silentspring.org and www.breastcancerfund.org

Thanks

http://rl3tp7zf5x.search.serialssolutions.com/?url_ver=Z39.88-2004&rft_val_fmt=info:ofi/fmt:kev:mtx:journal&__char_set=utf8&rft_id=info:doi/10.1289/ehp.1003170&rfr_id=info:sid/libx%3Abrown&rft.genre=article
http://www.silentspring.org/
http://www.breastcancerfund.org/


www.silentspring.org
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