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Press announcement: Plasticizers from PVC increase risk of asthma and allergies among children
During the last decades there has been a rapid increase in asthma and allergies to a point now where almost half of the schoolchildren suffer from or have suffered from such hypersensitivity illnesses. The reason for this increase is a riddle that cannot be due to genetic changes. New research now reveals that the risk of developing asthma and allergy increases when children are exposed to plasticizers. This is the conclusion from a large interdisciplinary investigation anchored at DTU's International Centre for Indoor Environment and Energy 

10852 children aged 0-6 years participated in the investigation, which was made in Värmland, Sweden due to the excellent outdoor air quality there. Questionnaire information was collected regarding housing and health. In a following study of 198 allergic children and 202 healthy controls, extensive clinical investigations and exposure measurements were made. Building inspectors investigated the homes and collected dust- and air-samples for analyses of chemical and microbial agents.

The researchers found that the concentration of several plasticizers were higher in the dust from the homes of the children with allergic deceases. In fact, the risk of developing asthma was 3 times higher for children from the homes with the highest concentration of the plasticizer DEHP (top 25%) in comparison with children from the homes with the lowest concentration (lowest 25%). Another plasticizer, BBzP, similarly increased the risk of developing hay fever and eczema. No associations were found between health effects and four other plasticizers. Heading the investigation is Professor Jan Sundell, a world-class researcher who joined DTU five years ago. 

"Plasticizers in the indoor environment represent the largest risk factor for developing asthma and allergy among the environmental factors that we have information about, larger than maternal smoking, absent of breastfeeding or pets" Jan Sundell declares.

During the last half century there has been a rapid increase in the use of materials containing plasticizers (phthalate esters), such as vinyl toys, and PVC-flooring. The world production of such plasticizers is today around 3.5 mil. tonnes/year. Recently the two plasticizers found to be problematic in the present investigation have been substituted with other plasticizers in numerous consumer products, but in spite of this Jan Sundell states:

"These plasticizers can surely be found today in most homes in Denmark and in large parts of the world, and I expect that the results of this investigation will have considerably impact around the world." 

Jan Sundell explains that we have insufficient knowledge to give directions on "indoor-safe" plasticizers. So what should the consumer do now? The researchers recommend limiting the use of soft plastic products in homes and increasing the ventilation rates, which today are historically low 
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DTU's international Centre for Indoor Environment and Energy (www.ie.dtu.dk) at the Department of Mechanical Engineering was established in 1998 based on a 10-year grant from the Danish Technical Research Council. The grant made it possible to bring to DTU several world-class researchers and build a unique interdisciplinary research team with expertise in the fields of engineering, chemistry, medicine, psychology and building physics. The Centre studies the impact of the indoor environment on human health, comfort and productivity. An international evaluation board concluded in 2002 that the research team is the best in the world within its field. Researchers from the Centre have won approx. 100 medals and honours in 25 countries. 
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