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Housekeeping

• The webinar presentation will be recorded
• Please rename yourself in Zoom ‘Name_Organisation’
• Please stay muted, with your camera off during the 

presentation
• Write your questions in the chat box
• Unmute yourself and turn on your camera when asking a 

question



Synthetic chemicals are used in almost 
every aspect of our daily life

A plasticizer in plastic; a flame 

retardant in a sofa, a computer; a 

waterproof coating on a raincoat; an 

emulsifier in a moisturizing cream; a 

greaseproof coating on a pizza box; 

an active compound in medicine etc.

Many people are 
unaware = Pollution 
without consent



The 3rd planetary crisis

“Three interconnected planetary 
crises - climate change, 
biodiversity loss and pollution -
are putting global economic and 
social well-being at risk” – UN 
Environment Programme, 2021



The 3rd planetary crisis

• Climate change is amplifying the 
release of hazardous chemicals into 
the environment, e.g. melting 
glaciers

• Changes in climate can impact the 
use of chemicals, e.g. fire retardant 
chemicals for wildfires

• The chemical industry is responsible 
for high levels of GHG emissions

Climate change and chemicals: 
what are the connections? -
chemtrust.org/climate/

https://chemtrust.org/climate/


A widespread problem
• Hazardous chemicals are ‘ubiquitous in 

people and the environment’ – UN Environment 
Programme’s Global Chemicals Outlook II, 2019

• In England: no water bodies received ‘good’ 
chemical status in 2019

• Per- and polyfluoroalkyl substances (PFAS)
• Found in drinking water, rivers, soil, and ocean 

all around the globe
• Found in peoples and wildlife’s blood up to the 

Arctic
• 99% of US population has PFAS in its blood 

(Calafat et al., 2007.)

● But data gaps means there’s a lot we 
don’t know about the extent of the 
problem

● Absence of evidence does not equal 
evidence of absence
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Image Source: 
United Nations 
Environment 
Programme (2017) 
Towards a 
Pollution-Free 
Planet Background 
Report. United 
Nations 
Environment 
Programme, 
Nairobi, Kenya.



Human health impacts 

• Exposure to harmful chemicals linked to hormone related 
cancers e.g. breast and prostate cancer, obesity, diabetes, 
reproductive and developmental effects. (UNEP, 2013)

• WHO estimates that two million lives were lost in 2019 due to 
exposures to harmful chemicals. (WHO, 2021) 

• Vulnerable groups - infants, children, pregnant women and the 
foetus. Women, girls and world's poorest disportionality affected. 

Chemical pollution is increasing our 
chances of suffering from lethal 
diseases and health disorders



Human health impacts 

Key properties to address
● Carcinogenic, mutagenic and toxic to 

reproduction (CMRs)
● Endocrine disruptors (EDCs)
● Immunotoxic, Neurotoxic, or Toxic to a 

specific organ
● Persistent, bioaccumulative and toxic 

(PBTs)
● Persistent, mobile and toxic (PMTs)

We are exposed to a ’cocktail of 
chemicals’ on a daily basis 



UK Public Health Plans 

2015: Committed to 
“spearhead a radical 
upgrade in prevention 
and public health.”

2018: Mission by 2035 to 
ensure “we are enjoying 
at least five extra years of 
healthy, independent life”

● Yet, Public health plans fail to 
address harmful chemicals.  

● We spend 60% on cure + 
treatment and 5% on prevention.

● An unacceptable gap in public 
health policy, weakening our 
battle to prevent disease. 2019: NHS pledged in 

invest in prevention to 
save “500,000 lives 
over the  next decade” 

Welcome shift towards 
prioritising prevention 



Why should Public Health organisations 
care? 

Why we need your support? 
● Strengthening our knowledge of chemicals, a core 

component of disease prevention.
● UK can no longer rely on EU chemical protections.
● Reducing the chemical burden on our bodies, will save lives, 

prevent suffering and reduce pressure on the NHS. 

We are calling on the UK Government to: 
● Phase out the most hazardous chemicals from consumer 

products, for all non-essential uses. 
● Introduce timelines to ban EDCs in consumer products.



Environmental impacts 
● Chemical pollution is one of the key drivers of the biodiversity crisis

● Legacy POP’s like PCBs impacting marine and freshwater wildlife.



Environmental impacts 
● New and emerging contaminants are also a concern e.g. PFAS

● Carbon-fluorine bond very 
strong.

● “Forever chemicals”

● PFOS and PFOA 
already banned.



Environmental impacts 
● Pesticides = dangerous by design

● Pharmaceuticals

● Household chemicals

● Industrial chemicals

● Heavy metals

● Microplastics



Environmental impacts
● An entirely incomplete picture

● Routine monitoring is lacking

● What is the real world exposure 
to these contaminants?

● Mixture effect - wildlife aren’t 
exposed to chemicals in isolation



Tackling chemical pollution is vital to 
addressing the climate crisis

The chemical 
industry is 
DRIVING the 
climate crisis



Tackling chemical pollution is vital to 
addressing the climate crisis

Chemical pollution 
can reduce the 
CARBON 
SEQUESTRATION 
potential of natural 
ecosystems 



Tackling chemical pollution is vital to 
addressing the climate crisis

Chemical 
pollution is 
reducing nature’s
RESILIENCE to 
the climate crisis



Tackling chemical pollution is vital to 
addressing the climate crisis

…and climate 
change itself is 
exacerbating the 
impacts of 
CHEMICAL 
POLLUTION



Chemicals represent a barrier to a safe 
and effective circular economy

What is a circular 
economy?

https://www.uschamberfoundation.org/blog/post/cir
cular-economy-toolkit-small-businesses



Chemicals represent a barrier to a safe 
and effective circular economy

In a circular 
economy, we can 
no longer predict 
where hazardous 
chemicals will end 
up

We should be allowed to get 
inventive with our waste!

Paper sludge & sewage used 
as fertiliser can contain 
bisphenols used in receipts 

Compostable packaging 
contains high levels of PFAS



Chemicals represent a barrier to a safe 
and effective circular economy

Chemical 
TRANSPARENCY
and TRACEABILITY
is vital to a safe and 
effective circular 
economy

How long have you had your 
mattress?

And who will get it next?



12 Key Asks for the UK Chemicals Strategy
1. Apply the precautionary principle;
2. Phase out the most hazardous chemicals from consumer products, for all non-essential uses;
3. A plan to address endocrine disrupting chemicals including timelines to phase them out;
4. Phase out the use of PFAS and other very persistent chemicals;
5. Speed up regulation of harmful chemicals and avoid regrettable substitution by adopting a grouping approach;
6. Address the combined exposure to chemicals – the ‘cocktail effect’;
7. Maintain and expand on workers’ health and safety;
8. Ensure a clean circular economy with products that are safe by design;
9. Develop an effective monitoring and alert system;
10. Stop the continued accumulation of legacy chemicals in the environment;
11. Remain aligned with the world-leading chemical regulation EU REACH;
12. Ensure more transparency and use of all relevant science for assessing health risks.



Email your logo to: 
eleanor.hawke@chemtrust.org



Actions and next steps
• Public consultation
• Highlight concerns/put forward proposals to Defra -

chemicals.strategy@defra.gov.uk
• Stakeholder engagement work with Defra and the devolved 

administrations
• Regulation on PFAS
• Engage with UK REACH processes
• Raise concerns in representations with Department of Health 

and public health bodies. 

mailto:chemicals.Strategy@defra.gov.uk


For further information:
Eleanor Hawke, Assistant Campaigner, CHEM Trust
http://chemtrust.org/ @CHEMTrust
eleanor.hawke@chemtrust.org

Kit Bowerin, Public Affairs Officer, Breast Cancer UK
www.breastcanceruk.org.uk @BreastCancer_UK
kit.bowerin@breastcancer.org.uk

Dr Francesca Bevan, Marine Conservation Society
https://www.mcsuk.org, @mcsuk
francesca.bevan@mcsuk.org

Heather McFarlane, Fidra
www.fidra.org.uk, @FidraTweets
heather.mcfarlane@fidra.org.uk

http://chemtrust.org/
mailto:eleanor.hawke@chemtrust.org
http://www.breastcanceruk.org.uk/
mailto:kit.bowerin@breastcancer.org.uk
https://www.mcsuk.org
mailto:francesca.bevan@mcsuk.org
http://www.fidra.org.uk/
mailto:heather.mcfarlane@fidra.org.uk
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