
THE BPA STORY 

 

It was in the shadows that scientists stumbled upon the story of bisphenol A, a compound common 

in the environment because it has been used for decades to keep plastics flexible. In fact, it’s called 

a “plasticizer,” and you’ll find it in water bottles, sports equipment, DVDs, and a range of other 

commercial products. BPA, as it’s known, is a persistent chemical in the environment: it does not 

break down; rather, it accumulates. Moreover, it concentrates in fats. 

BPA was first used in 1957, but even by the 1970s and 1980s, the levels of BPA in the 

environment remained undetectable by most of the analytical instruments available to measure its 

presence. The sarcastic maxim, “If you can’t measure it, assume it doesn’t exist,” seemed to be in 

the ascendant. By the early twenty-first century, however, thanks to significant advances in the 

technologies for measuring very low levels of chemicals in the environment, BPA was shown to 

be associated with adverse health effects in certain organisms and in certain environments. Studies 

were then undertaken to measure the levels of BPA in the urine and fat tissue of humans, and the 

results showed the presence of levels that had been harmful in other species. The next step was to 

correlate data on the levels of BPA in children and adults with data on the incidence of certain 

chronic diseases. The results were shocking. 

In 2008, a paper in the prestigious Journal of the American Medical Association ( JAMA) 

reported on findings from the Peninsula Medical School in Exeter, England, that elevated urinary 

levels of BPA were associated with the incidence of diabetes in adults. Four years later, a 

subsequent research paper from Dr. David Melzer’s group at the Peninsula College of Medicine 

and Dentistry, this paper in the journal Circulation, reported that elevated urinary levels of BPA 

in apparently healthy men and women were associated with increased incidence of heart disease. If 

that weren’t enough, Dr. Leonardo Trasande’s group at the New York School of Medicine reported 

that same year in JAMA that elevated urinary levels of BPA were strongly associated with obesity 

in children and adolescents. 

Diabetes, heart disease, childhood obesity. Yet what was truly striking about all this varied 

research was that the level of urinary BPA associated with these health risks was extraordinarily 

low—so low that it wouldn’t even have shown up in the measurements that analysis was capable 

of taking twenty years previously. In other words, what had not even registered on the radar for 

nearly five decades of BPA’s existence was now demonstrably a potential health threat to humans 

of all ages. 

Why is BPA a threat? It belongs to a large family of chemicals described as endocrine 

disruptors. The endocrine system is the body’s hormonal messaging system, so if it gets 

disrupted—if messages are altered—the impact on our health can be significant. BPA binds to 

receptors on cells that the body’s natural hormones use to regulate physiological function. In doing 

so, BPA displaces the natural hormones—basically, knocks them off the receptors and takes their 

place—and thereby sends different messages to the cells. Moreover, because many of these 

endocrine-disrupting chemicals are very active, it takes only a very small exposure to create 

significant changes in health. 

This is toxicology on a very basic molecular level, and it is changing the way we think about 

what is toxic and at what level. You will not be surprised to learn that not everybody is wild about 

pursuing studies that go this deep. Powerful lobbying forces—namely, the American Chemistry 

Council, the industry association for chemical manufacturers—worked very hard for many years 



against a ban on the use of BPA in baby bottles and sippy cups. The ACC relented only when it 

decided the ban would actually boost consumer confidence in other chemicals. It’s a reminder that 

old perceptions die hard—especially when money is at stake. * 
 

 

“5.” The Disease Delusion: Conquering the Causes of Chronic Illness for a Healthier, Longer, 

and Happier Life, by Jeffrey Bland, HarperWave, an Imprint of HarperCollinsPublishers, 

2015. 

 

https://reader.bookshout.com/reader/9780062290755/9780062290755_Footnotes.xhtml#footnote-221-8

