
 

 
 

 
 

Less Plastic, Safer Foods  
Federal Opportunities to Reduce Microplastics  

and Toxic Chemical Exposure 
 

SUMMARY  
Plastic packaging is pervasive throughout the U.S. food and beverage system, fueling plastic 
pollution and exposing Americans to harmful chemicals and micro- and nano-plastics that migrate 
into food and drinks. Food chemical safety and reducing microplastic exposure have emerged as 
growing bipartisan public health concerns. Congress now has an important opportunity to 
strengthen protections for human health by advancing legislation that reduces these risks. 
 

Co-sponsorship of the following bills is critical for improving Americans’ health: 
●​ S.2341, Ensuring Safe and Toxic-Free Foods Act of 2025 and H.R.4958, Grocery 

Reform And Safety Act (GRAS Act) 
●​ S.2353/H.R.4486, Microplastics Safety Act 

 
S.2341 and H.R.4958 will reform the “Generally Recognized as Safe” (GRAS) loophole, which since 
1958 has allowed thousands of chemicals to enter food and food packaging without meaningful 
Food & Drug Administration (FDA) review or public transparency. This legislation will strengthen 
oversight of food additives and food contact chemicals with robust safety reviews, prohibiting 
substances linked to carcinogenicity and reproductive or developmental harm, increasing public 
participation, addressing conflicts of interest, and establishing periodic reassessment of chemicals 
already on the market.  

 
S.2353/H.R.4486 will direct the FDA to study the human health impacts of microplastics in food and 
water and submit findings to Congress within one year. The legislation would assess major exposure 
pathways and links to cancer, chronic disease, and children’s and reproductive health harms, while 
recommending legislative and administrative actions to reduce harmful exposure. 
 

Together, these bills would begin repairing a broken food chemical safety system by 
strengthening oversight of toxic food packaging chemicals, closing longstanding regulatory gaps, 
advancing federal action on microplastic exposure, and building the regulatory foundation 
needed to reduce harmful exposures in the U.S. food supply. 

 

 

https://www.congress.gov/bill/119th-congress/senate-bill/2341
https://www.congress.gov/bill/119th-congress/house-bill/4958/text?utm
https://www.congress.gov/bill/119th-congress/senate-bill/2353/cosponsors
https://www.congress.gov/bill/119th-congress/house-bill/4486
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BACKGROUND 
Plastic is widely used as food and drink packaging. Yet, plastic packaging poses major risks to 
human and environmental health due to the leaching of manufactured chemicals and shedding of 
micro- and nano-plastics from packaging into food and drinks. Common plastic packaging 
chemicals—including bisphenol A (BPA), per- and polyfluoroalkyl substances (PFAS), phthalates, 
flame retardants, and toxic metals—have been linked to autoimmune and metabolic diseases, 
cancer, and infertility.1 Two phthalate chemicals common in plastic food and drink packaging were 
found to be linked to 2 million preterm births and the deaths of 74,000 infants worldwide in 2018 
alone.2 A growing body of research continues to detect plastic particles throughout the human body 
and has linked microplastic exposure with cardiovascular risks, inflammation, neurodegenerative 
disease,3 and death.4  
 
Despite being one of the primary pathways of exposure to harmful chemicals and microplastics, 
plastic food and drink packaging remains subject to weak and outdated regulatory oversight. As 
evidence of the health risks of plastics continues to grow, food chemical safety and reducing 
microplastic exposure have emerged as bipartisan public health priorities. Lawmakers from both 
parties have introduced legislation to reform the GRAS loophole, which allows food additives and 
food contact chemicals to enter the market without adequate FDA review. In parallel, federal 
agencies have increasingly recognized microplastics as a key concern: the U.S. Environmental 
Protection Agency (EPA) recently identified microplastics as a “priority contaminant group” for 
future drinking water monitoring efforts, while the Department of Health and Human Services 
(HHS) has launched research into the human health impacts of microplastics.5,6 While the body of 
research around plastics and public health rapidly grows, providing additional scientific clarity and 
insight, there is already sufficient evidence linking plastics to serious health risks, warranting 
immediate precautionary action to protect public health. 

Plastics Across the Food System 

Plastic packaging is one of the most common and often unavoidable pathways of daily exposure to 
harmful chemicals and plastic particles because it comes into direct contact with food. Plastic has 
rapidly supplanted traditional food packaging options like glass and metal, for its perceived 
convenience and advantages.7 Plastic packaging is manufactured with synthetic chemicals that give 
it desirable qualities such as elasticity, flexibility, lightness, rigidity, and transparency. Plastics 
commonly used for food packaging include high-density polyethylene (HDPE) for dairy products; 
low-density polyethylene (LDPE) for bread bags, frozen food bags or produce; polyethylene 
terephthalate (PET) for bottled water and other drinks; polypropylene (PP) for processed foods; 
and polyvinyl chloride (PVC) for cling films for meats and cheeses and bottles of oils and dressings.   
 
One report surveying grocery stores identified that 81% of produce was wrapped in plastic 
packaging, with only 12% of produce offered plastic free.8 Yet, from farm to market shelf, plastic is 
ubiquitous across food processing, packing, packaging, and transporting, delivering not just food 
products, but releasing microplastics and leaching chemicals far before food and drinks reach the 
consumer’s table. Contrary to popular belief that plastic packaging is necessary to reduce food 
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waste, researchers have found that for many produce categories, plastic did not extend shelf life, 
such as for apples, potatoes, and cucumbers. In fact, plastic packaging has been identified as a driver 
of food waste as consumers take home more produce than they intend to eat.9  

Plastic Packaging Fuels Pollution  
The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) estimates that 14.5 million tons of plastic 
containers and packaging were produced in 2018, with 69% of that plastic sent to landfills.10 
Globally, an estimated 85% of food and beverage containers are landfilled or evade waste streams to 
directly pollute the environment.11 Packaging accounts for 40% of all plastic produced,12 much of it 
for food and beverages, yet 95% of plastic food packaging is discarded after a single use.13​
​
The scale of plastic pollution generated by this system is immense. Americans use approximately 
1,500 plastic bottles every second, totaling 50 billion bottles annually.14 Yet, plastic was never 
designed to be recycled, resulting in more than 90% of plastic not recycled in practice, and instead 
being landfilled, incinerated, released into the environment, or exported overseas to be dumped or 
open burned.15 
​
The plastic food packaging market is projected to grow by approximately 58.3% between 2025 and 
2035, from $232.5 billion to $368.1 billion USD.16 This trajectory indicates that food and beverage 
companies will continue expanding their reliance on plastic packaging. Without policy 
interventions, this direction will surely increase Americans’ cumulative exposure to harmful 
chemicals and microplastics. Although individual consumer choices matter, plastic-free food 
packaging options are often inaccessible or unaffordable for many communities, meaning that this 
is not simply a consumer issue but one that requires a federal response. 
 

This brief explains why the Ensuring Safe and Toxic-Free Foods Act, GRAS Act, and 
Microplastics Safety Act are key legislative opportunities to reduce harmful exposures from 
plastic packaging. This brief also summarizes current scientific evidence on the human health 
risks associated with toxic chemicals and microplastics in plastic food packaging, 
underscoring the need for a swift and precautionary federal response. 
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PRIORITY PLASTIC FOOD PACKAGING LEGISLATION 

S.2341, the Ensuring Safe and Toxic-Free Foods Act and H.R.4958, the GRAS Act, along with 
S.2353/H.R.4486, the Microplastics Safety Act, are priority opportunities to co-sponsor, closing 
regulatory loopholes and reducing harmful exposures from chemicals and microplastics in plastic 
packaging. 

The Ensuring Safe and Toxic-Free Foods Act and GRAS Act 

S.2341, the Ensuring Safe and Toxic-Free Foods Act, and H.R.4958, the GRAS Act, are the most 
comprehensive GRAS reform bills currently before Congress to strengthen oversight of 
chemicals added to food and food packaging. S.2341 was reintroduced by Senators Markey (D-MA) 
and Booker (D-NJ) following introductions in the 117th and 118th Congresses. H.R.4958 was 
introduced by Representative Pallone (D-NJ). 
 
These bills will close the “Generally Recognized as Safe” (GRAS) loophole, which since 1958 has 
allowed thousands of chemicals—including chemicals used in plastic food packaging—to enter the 
food system without meaningful FDA safety review or public transparency. 

How These Bills Protect Public Health 

The Ensuring Safe and Toxic-Free Foods Act and GRAS Act will strengthen the FDA’s ability to fulfill its 
mandate to protect our nation’s food supply by: 

 
●​ Requiring new chemicals used in food and food packaging to undergo safety review before 

entering the market, including consideration of cumulative exposure; 
●​ Restricting or prohibiting GRAS designation for chemicals linked to carcinogenicity or 

reproductive and developmental toxicity; 
●​ Increasing transparency and public participation by making food safety information publicly 

available and establishing public comment periods; 
●​ Reassessing chemicals or classes of chemicals previously granted GRAS designation over 

time; and 
●​ Prohibiting conflicts of interest in GRAS review processes. 

 
Some distinctions exist between the bills, most notably:  

●​ Exclusions: The Ensuring Safe and Toxic-Free Foods Act more explicitly and categorically 
excludes substances linked to carcinogenic, reproductive, or developmental toxicity from 
GRAS status, while H.R.4958 instead requires manufacturers to submit safety evidence on 
these risks and authorizes FDA to object to GRAS determinations that do not adequately 
demonstrate safety. 

●​ Funding: The GRAS Act uniquely includes a user fee mechanism and also authorizes 
appropriations to fund FDA review and oversight activities related to GRAS determinations 
and reassessments, whereas S.2341 authorizes appropriations only.  
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Why Reform is Needed 

GRAS reform has gained significant bipartisan momentum amid growing national concern over food 
chemical safety. In particular, the Make America Healthy Again movement (MAHA)17 has elevated 
concerns about food dyes, chemical additives, as well as harmful substances used in plastic food 
packaging, including bisphenols and phthalates. Public opinion strongly supports stronger oversight 
and transparency for chemicals used in consumer products and food packaging. Polling found that 
83% of respondents do not trust companies to ensure the safety of chemicals without government 
oversight, while 83% want greater transparency so they can make informed decisions. Concern 
about food packaging chemicals is also widespread, with 68% of respondents reporting they are 
somewhat or very concerned about chemical exposures from food packaging.18 

For nearly seven decades, the GRAS loophole has allowed companies to self-designate chemicals as 
safe using their own industry experts. Notification to the FDA of GRAS determinations remains 
voluntary, meaning companies can bypass FDA review entirely, and the public often has no 
opportunity to review or comment on chemicals entering food or packaging applications. 

Chemicals used in plastic packaging can transfer into food and beverages, as acknowledged by the 
U.S. Government Accountability Office,19 and many lack the toxicity testing and cumulative exposure 
data needed to establish safety. The current GRAS system rarely considers cumulative exposure 
from multiple chemicals. A 2020 review of nearly 900 GRAS safety determinations submitted since 
1997 identified only one submission that evaluated cumulative effects from exposure to multiple 
chemicals.20 S.2341 and H.R.4958 would require more comprehensive safety reviews and create 
opportunities for public participation through public comment periods. 

Scientists have identified approximately 14,000 food contact chemicals, with roughly 
25%—about 3,600 chemicals—already detected in the human body.21 However, regulatory and 
legislative response is commonly piecemeal, focused on particular use cases and single or few 
chemicals, despite similar health impacts for other uses and broader chemical groups. For example, 
BPA was banned in Europe from almost all food contact materials. In contrast, BPA was banned in 
the U.S. specifically from use in baby bottles by the FDA, despite its common use in plastic bottles 
and can linings, and having similar if not worse impacts compared to other bisphenols.22,23 

Researchers and public health experts have raised growing concerns about “regrettable 
substitutions,” in which hazardous chemicals are replaced with structurally similar alternatives that 
later present comparable health risks.24 Despite aforementioned market and regulatory efforts to 
reduce BPA exposure, a recent study detected BPA in 74% of breast milk samples and its 
replacement, bisphenol S (BPS), in 78% of samples. This highlights both widespread exposure to 
bisphenols and a pattern of regrettable substitution, as both chemicals have been linked to cancer, 
hormone and reproductive problems, and other serious health issues.25,26 
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Together, these bills would establish a more precautionary framework for chemical safety 
before substances enter the food supply or food packaging market, while preserving states’ 
authority to adopt stronger public health protections. They would help reduce Americans’ 



 

Contrasting Other GRAS Reform Proposals   

Growing public and congressional scrutiny of food chemical safety has prompted the introduction of 
several GRAS reform bills. However, these bills are generally narrower in scope or include 
provisions that could weaken existing public health protections. 

The H.R. FDA Review and Evaluation for Safe, Healthy and Affordable Foods Act of 2026 (FRESH and 
Affordable Foods Act), introduced by Representative Cammack (R-FL), would significantly weaken 
existing food safety protections by preempting stronger state laws on food and packaging 
chemicals—including effectively overturning PFAS bans on food packaging already enacted in 12 
states.27 It would allow chemicals onto the market without affirmative FDA safety determinations 
under certain circumstances, grandfather existing GRAS chemicals, and weaken safety data 
requirements. Revoking previous GRAS statuses would be challenging, as companies would be 
permitted to continue the use of chemicals for up to 2 years, even after the FDA determines they are 
unsafe unless there is an “imminent and severe risk” of harm. If the FDA concludes there is that level 
of harm, manufacturers still may request a hearing first, and challenge the objection.  

S.3122, the Better FDA Act of 2025, introduced by Senator Marshall (R-KS), is primarily a 
notification-focused bill that would require manufacturers to notify the FDA when substances are 
determined to be GRAS. While the bill would increase FDA awareness of chemicals entering the 
market, it does not require FDA pre-market approval, establish precautionary reassessment 
requirements, address conflicts of interest, or prohibit carcinogenic or endocrine-disrupting 
substances from receiving GRAS status. Revoking previous GRAS statuses would be challenging 
given the requirement to remove the food substance only by rulemaking.  

Microplastics Safety Act 

S.2353/H.R.4486 companion bills known as the Microplastics Safety Act introduced by Senator 
Merkley (D-OR) and Representative Bynum (D-OR), respectively, would require the FDA to study the 
human health impacts of microplastics in food and water and submit findings and 
recommendations to Congress within 1 year of enactment. The legislation directs the FDA to assess 
major exposure pathways, effects on the endocrine system, impacts on children’s and reproductive 
health, and links to cancer and chronic disease. Importantly, the bill also requires recommendations 
for legislative and administrative actions to reduce harmful exposure to microplastics. 

Why The U.S. Needs to Act on Microplastics  
Researchers, scientists, federal agencies, and the MAHA movement have increasingly called for 
action to better reduce human exposure to microplastics.28 Public concern is widespread: one 
poll found that 89% of Americans are concerned about microplastics in food and drinks, 
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cumulative exposure to toxic chemicals leaching from plastic packaging into food, drinks, and 
the human body by requiring stronger safety evidence before use and helping prevent cycles of 
regrettable substitutions through ongoing review of both new and existing substances. 

https://d1dth6e84htgma.cloudfront.net/H_R_FDA_Review_and_Evaluation_for_Safe_Healthy_and_Affordable_Foods_Act_of_2026_cb99bb4d1b.pdf
https://www.congress.gov/bill/119th-congress/senate-bill/3122/cosponsors
https://www.congress.gov/bill/119th-congress/senate-bill/2353/cosponsors
https://www.congress.gov/bill/119th-congress/house-bill/4486


 

while 79% agree that plastic particles pose a threat to human health and warrant action 
now.29  
 
Scientists have long understood that plastics persist in the environment and fragment into smaller 
particles rather than harmlessly biodegrading, and that these particles can also carry and transport 
harmful chemicals used in plastics, bringing additional health risks.  
 

Additional Policy Interventions 

While these bills will help reduce harmful exposures, broader federal action is still needed to reduce 
the harms of plastic packaging overall. The Toxic Substances Control Act (TSCA) should not be 
reopened nor weakened, as it represents our nation’s principal statute, protecting Americans from 
harmful chemicals.30  
 
While more research is needed to fully understand the cumulative health impacts of plastics, there 
is clear and substantial evidence that plastic packaging for food and beverages is harmful to human 
health and must be addressed. Safe materials such as reusable and refillable glass, 
food/medical-grade (18-8, 18-10, 304 grade) stainless steel,31 and ceramic food packaging and 
foodware are highly inert and simply do not have the chemical safety risks for consumers that 
non-inert plastics products have.32 These materials have been tried-and-true for food packaging, 
and used long before plastics were mass produced. Non-toxic materials must be utilized as safer 
alternatives to plastic. 
 
Other legislation like S.897/H.R.1918, the Farewell to Foam Act, would phase out the sale and 
distribution of expanded polystyrene foodware, one of the most harmful forms of plastic packaging.  
Styrene is a primary building block of plastic foam, and is a suspected carcinogen and neurotoxin. 
This bill would expand on policies passed in 12 states and more than 200 cities and counties. In 
addition, S.1926/H.R.3604, the Reducing Waste in National Parks Act, would phase out the sale and 
distribution of single-use plastics, including foodware and water bottles to protect the nation’s 
national parks. Finally, S.2110/H.R.7370, the Research for Environmental Uses and Sustainable 
Economies Act of 2026 (REUSE Act)—which unanimously passed the Senate—would require the EPA 
to prepare a report on reuse and refill systems, increasing federal understanding of economic 
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The Microplastics Safety Act would build on growing federal attention to microplastics at the 
EPA and HHS, with a specific focus on contamination in food and water and pathways to reduce 
exposure. As agency priorities, staffing, and funding can shift over time, congressional action can 
help ensure sustained federal attention and accountability on microplastics and human health. 
 
The bill would establish one of the first coordinated federal assessments focused specifically on 
human exposure to microplastics through food and water, helping build the regulatory foundation 
for future federal action. Unlike existing federal research efforts, the bill explicitly directs the FDA 
to identify policy recommendations to reduce exposure. 

https://www.congress.gov/bill/119th-congress/senate-bill/897
https://www.congress.gov/bill/119th-congress/house-bill/1918/text
https://www.congress.gov/bill/119th-congress/senate-bill/1926
https://www.congress.gov/bill/119th-congress/house-bill/3604
https://www.congress.gov/bill/119th-congress/senate-bill/2110/cosponsors
https://www.congress.gov/bill/119th-congress/house-bill/7370


 

benefits, job creation opportunities, and scalability of reuse and refill, including for food service and 
products. 
 
Further meaningful reductions in chemical and microplastic exposure will require reducing plastic 
packaging production, phasing out single-use plastics, and investing in non-toxic reuse and refill 
systems. This includes supporting safer nonplastic and regenerative material alternatives where 
reuse is not yet feasible, including seaweed coatings, agricultural waste and byproducts, bast fibers, 
mycelium.33  
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HUMAN HEALTH RISKS FROM PLASTIC FOOD PACKAGING 
The following section examines how plastic food packaging contributes to pollution and human 
exposure before summarizing current scientific evidence linking plastics to harms across the 
neurological, cardiovascular, respiratory, endocrine, and reproductive systems. It also explores the 
economic costs associated with these health burdens and identifies populations disproportionately 
vulnerable to plastic chemical and particle exposure and related harms. Together, this evidence 
demonstrates the urgent need for congressional action to reduce harmful exposures from plastic 
food packaging. 

Plastic Packaging is a Public Health Issue  

More than 400 million metric tons of plastic are produced every year.34 Despite ample and growing 
evidence of plastic’s negative impacts on human health and the environment, chemical, fossil fuel, 
and plastics companies plan to triple plastics production by 2060.35 
 
Plastic production, shipping, and disposal increases deaths from air pollution emitted from 
industrial manufacturing facilities, incinerators, landfills, ships, trains, and trucks, as well as the 
extraction, shipping, and refining of plastics’ fossil fuel ingredients.36  
 
Plastics may contain any mix of more than 16,000 different chemicals, and at least 4,200 (or 26%) 
of these are hazardous to human and environmental health, according to an international team of 
scientists with the PlastChem Project.37 With the high degree of chemical complexity, it is difficult to 
fully understand the individual impacts of the chemicals in plastics, let alone their cumulative and 
compounding effects. However, what is already known about how plastic chemicals, including BPA, 
harm human health and migrate from food packaging into our bodies merits serious concern.38  
 
Plastics do not benignly break down like natural substances. Instead, they break apart into infinitely 
smaller pieces that remain plastic and pollute the air, crops and livestock, freshwater sources, soils, 
oceans, and the human body.  

Human Exposure Pathways  
Humans are exposed to a significant quantity of microplastics through inhalation and ingestion, 
with research indicating that humans can ingest between 39,000 and 52,000 plastic particles per 
year.39  The shedding of micro- and nanoplastics can also be exacerbated by common mechanical 
stresses, such as simply opening and closing a bottle cap.40 Researchers have found at least 240,000 
nanoplastic particles in the average liter of bottled water.41 Plastic contamination is also a major 
cause for recent food and drink recalls due to the presence of especially high levels of plastic 
particles.42  
 
Plastic packaging poses particular risks when exposed to UV or sunlight, prolonged storage, or heat, 
such as in the microwave, with one square centimeter of some plastic containers releasing up to 4 
million microplastics and 2 billion nanoplastics during just 3 minutes of heating.43,44 Microwaving 
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plastic containers can also increase the leaching of toxic chemical additives to plastics into the food 
or drink inside. 
 
Recent studies have found micro- and nanoplastics in virtually every part of the human body, 
including bloodstreams, bone marrow, brains, breast milk, feces of adults and infants, hair, hearts, 
kidneys, livers, lungs, penises, placentas, semen, skin, spleens, stomachs, testes, throat and airways, 
urine, uteruses, and veins.45 While the scientific methods and technologies used to identify and 
quantity plastics’ presence in the human body is still developing, these findings are extremely 
alarming and must be acted on expeditiously.  Microplastics are not only pollutants in and of 
themselves, but they can also act as a host for other organic contaminants, such as harmful 
pathogens and trace metals, to enter our bodies in what is known in the toxicology community as 
the “Trojan horse effect.”46,47   

Health Impacts Associated with Plastic Exposure  

Emerging research continues to reveal the alarming extent of plastics’ multifaceted health hazards.   
The presence of plastic chemicals and particles in the human body is not benign, and has been 
linked to numerous and severe human health problems, including autoimmune disease, cancer,  
diabetes, infertility, metabolic problems, obesity, respiratory issues, and other serious health harms. 
48,49,50 For example, plastics in the body can contribute to cell death and oxidation, both of which play 
a critical role in the development of cancer.51 In fact, microplastics have now been found inside of 
bladder cancer cells, and 200 of the chemicals in plastic packaging have been linked to breast 
cancer.52,53  

Neurological and Cognitive Impacts 

Plastic particles are capable of permeating the body’s protective blood–brain barrier. New research 
found that micro- and nano-plastics in human brains increased by 50% between 1997 and 2024, 
indicating an alarming rate of accumulation as plastic production increases.54 The study also found 
that brains can contain up to seven grams of plastic particles, roughly the equivalent mass of a 
plastic spoon. Researchers found that in people with dementia (including Alzheimer’s disease), 
plastic particles were six times more numerous than in people without dementia. Nanoplastics have 
similarly been linked to the creation of proteins associated with Parkinson’s disease.55 

Cardiovascular and Respiratory Impacts 
Microplastics can build up in the lungs and may result in asthma, chronic damage, inflammation,  
and lung cancer.56 Experts have found that people with plastic particles in their hearts are at higher 
risk for heart attack, stroke, and death.57 Increased use of plastic single-use take-out containers 
exposed to heat have also been associated with increased risk of cardiovascular diseases.58  
 
Phthalates may have contributed to the premature deaths of over 90,000 people between the ages 
of 55 and 64 over a 10-year period in the U.S., with high phthalate levels particularly associated with 
cardiovascular death.59 A new study found exposure to plastic containing one type of phthalate 
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connected to heart disease, Di(2-ethylhexyl)phthalate (DEHP), contributed to over 356,000 deaths 
globally in the year 2018 in the same age range of 55 to 64 years old.60 
 

Endocrine and Reproductive Impacts 
Plastic packaging contains endocrine-disrupting chemicals (EDCs) that interfere with the body's 
hormone system.61 There is ample and growing evidence that the hormone-disrupting chemicals‚ 
which are numerous and include bisphenols (like BPA), flame retardants, PFAS “forever chemicals,” 
phthalates, toxic metals, and many others, have serious effects on the human body, and especially 
the reproductive system. In men, EDCs used in plastics have been linked to erectile dysfunction, 
reduced sperm counts and health, and many other reproductive abnormalities connected to 
infertility.62,63,64 In women, bisphenols and phthalates have been linked to polycystic ovarian 
syndrome, endometriosis, and pregnancy loss.65 Further, exposure to EDCs during pregnancy can 
affect not only the pregnant woman, but her child, her grandchildren and further future 
generations.66 
 
Microplastics, as carriers of EDCs, may further disrupt regular hormonal processes, resulting in 
cytotoxicity, decreased fertility, developmental defects, immunotoxicity, oxidative stress, and 
neurotoxicity.67  

Economic Costs of Plastic-Related Health Harms 

Health problems linked with harmful chemicals in plastics alone cost the U.S. healthcare system 
$250 billion in increased costs in 2018.68 EDCs, including bisphenols, phthalate, PFAS, and PBDE 
commonly used in food and beverage plastic packaging, are some of the primary contributors to the 
health issues and their related costs. The chemical BPA alone was associated with over 300,000 
strokes and 5 million cases of heart disease across 38 countries in 1 year, resulting in $1 trillion in 
healthcare costs.69 Globally, the “Plastics Countdown” report estimated associated health-related 
economic costs from plastic chemicals exceeds $1.5 trillion per year.70 
 
These numbers are likely an underestimate as they only include the health impacts of a limited list 
of chemicals, and do not incorporate the impacts of microplastic particles. Additional social 
externalities and associated health costs include the expansion of greenhouse gas emissions 
generated from fossil fuel and plastic production, plastic pollution cleanups by local governments, 
and losses to ecosystem services and dependent industries.  
 
Increasing the safety and availability of plastic-free food and drink packaging is a crucial step to 
reducing the financial burden of the healthcare systems for the government and taxpayers.  

Populations at Highest Risk 

All people are harmed by plastic exposure and pollution, but some communities and populations 
are harmed worse than others.  
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Children, Infants, and Pregnant People 
Preterm births and other birth complications are higher among pregnant people with detectable 
levels of phthalates, a common class of additive EDC used to make plastic flexible and durable, and 
therefore often used for food packaging.71, 72 In fact, two phthalate chemicals—DEHP and diisononyl 
phthalate (DiNP)—have been linked with 2 million preterm births and the deaths of 74,000 infants 
worldwide.73 Further, during fetal development, plastics’ chemicals can impair development of a 
baby’s brain and vital organs, leading to poor prenatal growth and future health problems.74  
 
Babies, children, and youth exposed to plastic’s many forms of pollution, including EDCs, may 
experience early puberty, metabolic problems like obesity, and other serious health problems.75 
Infants who are fed formula or milk prepared in plastic polypropylene bottles are particularly at 
risk, ingesting up to 4.5 million plastic particles per day.76 Still, EDCs are present in breastmilk, with 
findings identifying the chemicals in 62% to 92% of breast milk samples.77 
 
Some of the severe health problems linked to EDCs in children, infants, and unborn babies include: 
cancer; metabolism disorders such as obesity, thyroid diseases, and reproductive and fertility 
issues; and neurodevelopmental problems.78  
 
Scientists warn that children are born with a toxic burden and are becoming sick and are dying from 
diseases connected to chemical exposures—especially chemicals used to manufacture and that are 
added to plastics.79 The American Academy of Pediatrics advises the use of nontoxic, plastic-free 
alternatives like stainless steel and glass as an alternative to plastic in order to protect children’s 
health and reduce chemical exposure.80 

Low-Income, Rural, and People of Color Communities 

Plastic harms some people more than others. Low-income, rural, and Black, Indigenous, and People 
of Color (BIPOC) communities bear the brunt of toxic exposures throughout the plastic supply 
chain. From the extraction of plastics’ fossil fuel ingredients, as well as plastics’ production; 
transportation and storage; use; and disposal in landfills, incinerators, and the environment are 
concentrated in these already overburdened communities.81 The burning and burying of plastic 
discarded as waste has been linked to increased death from air pollution.82  
 
In the U.S., 79% of plastic incinerators are located within communities that are already underserved 
and experience increased environmental risks, while petrochemical facilities in “Cancer Alley”—a 
highly industrialized region of Southern Louisiana—have raised cancer risks and other health 
problems far above the national average.83  
 
Low-income, rural, and BIPOC communities in the United States also overwhelmingly experience 
food and water insecurity.84, 85 Without access to safe and affordable food, fast food and processed 
food, often packaged in plastic, have become increasingly common.86, 87 New research also found 
that ultra-processed foods have much higher quantities of microplastics in the food compared to 
less processed foods.88 Increased plastic bottled water consumption is also linked with low-income 
and BIPOC communities, particularly in areas with a lack of trust in safe drinking water systems due 
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to past and/or present contamination.89 These communities are often also impacted by limited 
access to affordable and quality healthcare.90 The health risks of exposure to plastic production and 
disposal sites, expanded packaging use, and insufficient medical care are compounding.   

 

CONCLUSION: Congress Must Act Now on Plastic Packaging  

 
It is critical to co-sponsor the Ensuring Safe and Toxic-Free Foods Act of 2025, GRAS Act, and 
Microplastics Safety Act now to repair critical failures in food chemical oversight, build the 
regulatory foundation needed to reduce microplastic exposure, and protect public health. 
 
Government agencies, health professionals, and advocates have increasingly called for stronger 
protections against harmful chemicals and microplastics. Yet, the current regulatory system remains 
fragmented, reactive, and poorly equipped to address the scale of exposure. Critical regulatory gaps 
persist, and chemicals can remain on the market for years without comprehensive safety review. 
The result is a system that too often allows harmful substances to remain in commerce long after 
evidence of risk has emerged.91  
 
With the 14,000 chemicals found in food packaging alone and the lack of scientific evidence of safe 
use, we need immediate action to mitigate the risks of the plastic packaging that is currently almost 
unavoidable in food, beverage, and water systems in the U.S. Microplastics have become a national 
health priority, with mounting evidence of the health harms and no comprehensive regulatory 
framework in place to protect public health from exposure. 
 
We urge Congress to advance critical legislation to reduce the risks of plastic food packaging. There 
is no time to waste when the health of people across the U.S. is at stake. 
 

 

About Plastic Pollution Coalition 

Plastic Pollution Coalition (PPC) is a U.S.-based non-profit communications and advocacy 
organization that collaborates with an expansive global alliance of organizations, businesses, and 
individuals to create a more just, equitable, regenerative world free of plastic pollution and its toxic 
impacts. 
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