Body Burden
Do you not know that you are God's temple and that God's Spirit dwells in you?

(1 Corinthians 3:16)

What is body burden?


Body burden refers to the base level of potentially harmful chemicals and elements that resides in your body. These chemicals can enter your body through what you ingest, what you breathe, and what your skin comes into contact with. The Agency for Toxic Substances and Disease Registry (ATSDR) is an agency of the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. They define body burden as: “The total amount of a substance in the body. Some substances build up in the body because they are stored in fat or bone or because they leave the body very slowly.”
See: The Agency’s Glossary
(http://www.atsdr.cdc.gov/glossary.html)

Why should I care?

While all of us have some level of body burden of various potentially harmful chemicals and elements, the buildup of these chemicals and elements can cause health issues. These issues are compounded for small children, as well as for infants in women’s wombs. While we might expect that exposure to toxic chemicals would have health effects, many people are unaware of the potential effects of exposure to the chemicals on or in the food they ingest, the air they breathe, and the chemicals they use at work or at home.

Studies are currently being conducted about the effects of body burden in different individuals. Some of these make their way into common discourse, such as the relevance of mercury content in fish. Pregnant and nursing women are told by their doctors to avoid fish with high mercury content, because of the negative effects too much mercury has on fetuses.

See: What You Need to Know About Mercury in Fish and Shellfish
2004 EPA and FDA Advice For:
Women Who Might Become Pregnant, Women Who are Pregnant
Nursing Mothers, Young Children
(http://www.cfsan.fda.gov/~dms/admehg3.html)

Research, such as that indicated in the EPA/FDA article, has documented some of the harmful health effects of body burden. Still, much more study needs to be done to research what exactly are the health effects of body burden in people of all ages and health conditions.

Why is this a faith issue?


Throughout history, people of faith have been concerned about what they put into their bodies. Many faiths have very particular dietary laws and restrictions. These kinds of restrictions encourage people to be more intentional about the food that they eat and the ways these foods are prepared. In the Christian Scriptures, we are reminded that our bodies are God’s temple – a fitting reason to be concerned about how we treat them and what we put into them. Thus, we might well be concerned about those things that enter our own bodies. However, the body burdens of children and infants affect them far more than an adult’s body burden. Children and infants are unable to make choices for themselves and require others to help them. We are called to protect those who are least able to help themselves. Thus, reducing the potential body burden for children becomes a justice issue. Similarly, the pesticides that we ingest from food have been sprayed onto that food during the growing process. The farmers and workers who come into contact with these plants receive a higher body burden of these toxic chemicals – as do their families. Again, we have the responsibility to look out for our neighbors and to speak up for them against the injustice of placing them in the way of these health risks.

See: Work Characteristics and Pesticide Exposures among Migrant Agricultural Families 
from “Environmental Health Perspectives”
(http://findarticles.com/p/articles/mi_m0CYP/is_5_109/ai_76798921)

Why does body burden affect children more than adults?

There are many reasons that children are more affected by their body burden than adults. These include: 

· Children get heftier proportional doses of pollutants because of their small sizes
· Faster metabolisms in children speed up their absorption of contaminants
· Children live closer to the ground, where the highest concentrations of many air pollutants settle.  Children spend a considerable amount of time putting things in their mouths.
· Babies don't excrete contaminants or store them away in fat in the same ways that adults do, making the poisons more available to affect rapidly growing bodies. 

· Many contaminants such as dioxins and PCBs have an affinity for fatty tissue. 

· Children exposed in the womb are at greatest risk of all because their cellular structures change so rapidly, and minor amounts of toxins can have extreme effects.
Taken from: Trade Secrets: The Problem: Children at Risk
(http://www.pbs.org/tradesecrets/problem/children.html#)

What does the research say?

Already, it is clear that there are health effects that result from body burden. On March 21, 2001 the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) released its first report about body burden, the “National Report on Human Exposure to Environmental Chemicals.” This report set the first available benchmarks for many of the potentially harmful chemicals we store in our bodies. This report “provides an ongoing assessment of the exposure of the U.S. population to environmental chemicals using biomonitoring. The Second National Report on Human Exposure to Environmental Chemicals (Second Report) was released in 2003 and presented biomonitoring exposure data for 116 environmental chemicals for the noninstitutionalized, civilian U.S. population over the 2-year period 1999-2000. This Third Report presents similar exposure data for the U.S. population for 148 environmental chemicals over the 2-year period 2001-2002. The Third Report also includes the data from the Second Report.”

This report and interim research by the CDC is available at: 

National Report on Human Exposure to Environmental Chemicals
(http://www.cdc.gov/exposurereport/default.htm)

See also: CDC Unveils Body Burden
(http://findarticles.com/p/articles/mi_m0CYP/is_5_109/ai_76798885)


The findings of the CDC are only benchmarks and require more study to determine whether body burden poses a significant health risk. However, other research has indicated that body burden does indeed have a health impact. For example, among children and infants body burden has resulted in:

· Deformed newborns

· Damaged immunity

· Lowered intelligence

· Sexual impairment
For more information on each, see: ‘More’ under “Children at Risk”
(http://www.pbs.org/tradesecrets/problem/children.html#)

The Human Toxome Project has also been monitoring body burden and its health affects.  The Project’s research indicates that the many chemicals with which we come into contact can cause a wide variety of different health issues, varying in seriousness. For example, one commonly ingested pesticide group known as Organochlorine Pesticides (OCs) have been shown to have the following health effects:

Top health concerns for Organochlorine Pesticides (OCs) (References)
	health concern or target organ
	weight of evidence

	Cancer
	limited

	Reproduction and fertility
	unknown

	Birth defects and developmental delays
	probable


Other health concerns for Organochlorine Pesticides (OCs) (References)
	health concern or target organ
	weight of evidence

	Gastrointestinal (including liver)
	moderate

	Immune system (including sensitization and allergies)
	moderate

	Brain and nervous system
	strong

	Kidney and renal system
	limited

	Skin
	unknown

	Hematologic (blood) system
	strong

	Endocrine system
	known

	Persistent, accumulates in wildlife and/or people
	probable

	Wildlife and environment
	probable

	Sense organs
	limited

	Cardiovascular system
	limited


Taken from the ﻿Human Toxome Project/Chemicals/Organochlorine Pesticides (OCs) page
(http://www.ewg.org/sites/humantoxome/chemicals/chemical_classes.php?class=Organochlorine+Pesticides+%28OCs%29)

For the wealth of information garnered by the Human Toxome Project, see:

The Human Toxome Project
Should I really be concerned?

Only you can decide whether you should be concerned about your own health risks from body burden, but it is all of our responsibility to work toward lowering the body burden of those who cannot do it themselves. These people include children and also people who work around or with toxic chemicals. Check out this link to a family who underwent major lifestyle changes to reduce their body burden – what changed and what didn’t…

See: A Body’s Burden: Our Chemical Legacy
(http://www.insidebayarea.com/bodyburden/)


What is my burden?

The only way to accurately determine your own body burden is to have your own body secretions (blood, urine, and breast milk) tested for chemicals. This is an extremely expensive prospect (currently, it costs about $10,000 per participant in research studies). However, there is an online self-reporting quiz which can help you figure out your risk for various chemicals and elements with which you are likely to come into contact.
See: What’s In You: Online Body Burden Assessment
(http://extras.insidebayarea.com/bodyburden/bodyburden.html)

What can I do to reduce the risk of body burden?

While you may not be able to completely eradicate chemicals from your body, there are many things that you can do to reduce your body burden and therefore the risk of harmful health effects.
· Avoid foods which may contain pesticides. Eat certified organic (and if possible) local produce, meat, and dairy products. This limits short-term exposure.

· Avoid microwaving food in plastic containers – the chemicals in the plastic can leach out into your food.

· Avoid cigarette smoke.

· Avoid fish high in mercury and/or PCBs, such as swordfish, shark, tuna steaks and farm-raised salmon.

· Eat a low-fat diet. Pollutants like brominated flame retardants concentrate as they work up the food chain.
· Watch what you apply to your skin. If possible, pick natural or unscented cosmetics — ones without a lot of chemicals. 
· Use environmentally friendly cleaning agents 

· Choose safe alternatives to indoor and outdoor pesticides, such as flea and tick collars for pets, weed killers, and insect sprays 
· If you're buying a computer or TV, make sure it's free of polybrominated diphenyl ethers, or PBDEs. Most major manufacturers have phased them out, but not all. 

· Become educated and get involved with groups working to reduce and eliminate toxins used for food production and in industrial processes (see: Get Involved)
See: Reduce Your Chemical Dependency
(http://www.insidebayarea.com/bodyburden/ci_2603042)
Body Burden: Get Involved
(http://www.chemicalbodyburden.org/getinvolved.htm)

Where can I learn more? 

· Trade Secrets: A Moyer’s Report
(http://www.pbs.org/tradesecrets/program/program.html)

· Agency for Toxic Substances and Disease Registry Programs
(www.atsdr.cdc.gov/atsdrhome.html)

· NIEHS Research Efforts
(www.niehs.nih.gov/external/scirsrch.htm)

· U.S. EPA Research Efforts 
(www.epa.gov/ord)

· Chemical Body Burden 
(http://www.chemicalbodyburden.org)
· Especially “Where to learn more”
(http://www.chemicalbodyburden.org/learnmore.htm)

· The Human Toxome Project
(http://www.bodyburden.org)

· The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention
(http://www.cdc.gov/exposurereport/)

