Harmful Teflon Chemical To Be Eliminated by 2015
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Eight U.S. companies, including giant DuPont Co., agreed yesterday to virtually eliminate a harmful chemical used to make Teflon from all consumer products coated with the ubiquitous nonstick material.

Although the chemical would still be used to manufacture Teflon and similar products, processes will be developed to ensure that perfluorooctanoic acid (PFOA) would not be released into the environment from finished products or manufacturing plants.

PFOA -- a key processing agent in making nonstick and stain-resistant materials -- has been linked to cancer and birth defects in animals and is in the blood of 95 percent of Americans, including pregnant women. It has also been found in the blood of marine organisms and Arctic polar bears.

The voluntary pact, which was crafted by the Environmental Protection Agency, will force companies to reduce manufacturing emissions of PFOA by 95 percent by no later than 2010. They will also have to reduce trace amounts of the compound in consumer products by 95 percent during the same period and virtually eliminate them by 2015.

The agreement will dramatically reduce the extent to which PFOA shows up in a wide variety of everyday products, including pizza boxes, nonstick pans and microwave-popcorn bags.

While not as sweeping as the federal ban on DDT in 1972, yesterday's agreement is expected to have profound implications for public health and the environment. An independent federal scientific advisory board is expected to recommend soon whether the government should classify the chemical as a "likely" or "probable" carcinogen in humans, which could trigger a new set of federal regulations.

"The science is still coming in on PFOA, but the concern is there," said Susan B. Hazen, acting assistant administrator of EPA's Office of Prevention, Pesticides and Toxic Substances. "This is the right thing to do for our health and our environment."

The move, which came just a month after DuPont reached a $16.5 million settlement with EPA over the company's failure to report possible health risks associated with PFOA, drew applause from environmental groups that have frequently criticized both the administration and DuPont.

"This is one of those days when the Environmental Protection Agency is at its best. With its announcement today, the EPA is challenging an entire industry to err on the side of precaution and public safety, and invent new ways of doing business," said Ken Cook, president of the Environmental Working Group, an advocacy organization. "As harshly as we have singled out DuPont for criticism for its past handling of PFOA pollution, today we want to single out and commend the company and acknowledge its leadership going forward."

DuPont officials said they were confident they could alter manufacturing methods over the coming decade to contain PFOA exposure from products that generated $1 billion in sales for the company in 2004.

"It's important to do this because this is a persistent material in the environment, and it's at low levels in people's blood," said David Boothe, DuPont's global business director. To remove PFOA, he said, the company will subject some of its products to extra heat and will sometimes add a step in the manufacturing process. "We're going to push it really hard and take it as far as we can."

Scientific studies have not established a link between using products containing trace amounts of PFOA, such as microwave-popcorn bags or nonstick pans, and elevated cancer levels. Hazen said yesterday's announcement should "not indicate any concern . . . for consumers using household products" with such coatings.

Several other companies agreed yesterday to reduce public exposure to the chemical, including 3M Co., Ciba and Clariant Corp. But DuPont, which settled a class-action suit last year accusing it of contaminating drinking water in Ohio and West Virginia communities near its plant in Parkersburg, W.Va., has attracted the most public scrutiny over its PFOA use.

William Bailey III, who was born in 1981 with multiple birth defects while his mother, Sue, was working with the chemical at the Parkersburg plant, said he will "be watching" to see if the chemical giant complies with the new agreement.

"They're trying to save face," said Bailey, who is suing DuPont over his birth defects.
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A CLASS of drug is under development that may allow people to get by on only two hours' sleep each night.
Scientists say the lifestyle pills promise to deliver sleep that is deeper and more refreshing than usual, and may even lead to people surviving without sleep for days.
According to New Scientist magazine, researchers in the US are hoping to build on the success of the drug Modafinil, a stimulant launched seven years ago which allows people to wake up refreshed after four hours of sleep.
Unlike caffeine or amphetamines, it appears not to leave people with the jitters, euphoria and eventual crash associated with unaided sleeplessness and does not require the user to catch up on lost sleep.
Since Modafinil was launched in 1998, sales have climbed, to £330m last year.
Russell Foster, a circadian biologist at Imperial College London, welcomed work to develop the new type of drug.
He said: "The more we understand about the body's 24-hour clock, the more we will be able to override it.
"In 10 to 20 years we'll be able to pharmacologically turn sleep off. Mimicking sleep will take longer, but I can see it happening."
However, other researchers were less convinced.
Neil Stanley, head of sleep research at the Human Psychopharmacology Research Unit at Surrey University, said: "I think that would be the most hideous thing to happen to society."
Professor Colin Espie, director of Glasgow University's Sleep Research Centre, added: "Claims that what this new drug will give us is better than nature can deliver is a bit far-fetched.
"I don't see a big of queue of people forming to buy a drug that allows people to get by on two hours of sleep instead of, say, eight hours, so that they can be awake for 22 hours a day to allow them to work and play harder.
"There certainly are some people who are very driven in certain ways, who see sleeping merely as a refuelling stop. But I don't think this applies to the majority of the population."
Also under development is a drug known as CX717, which Cortex Pharmaceuticals, a Californian company, says appears to help people maintain normal alertness despite extended sleep deprivation.
The military is thought to be one of the biggest potential markets for this generation of drugs, as soldiers on special operations sometimes have to be awake and alert for up to 72 hours.
CX717 is to undergo further testing later this year by the Defence Advanced Research Projects Agency based in Arlington, Virginia. It will push 48 volunteers to their limit while taking the drug.
Last June, the Scottish Medicines Consortium advised NHS boards not to prescribe Provigil, a brand name for the generic Modafinil drug, to patients suffering from excessive sleepiness associated with shift work, sleep disorders or obstructive sleep apnoea, the interruption of breathing for more than 10 seconds during sleep. They said that it was not cost-effective.
