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T
he Bromine Science and Environment Forum 
(BSEF) is an industry association of only four 
companies: Albemarle, ICL, Chemtura, and Tosoh. 
When their flame retardant products came un-
der regulatory pressure, the companies con-

tracted Burson-Marsteller, the global PR firm, to change 
public and legislative perceptions about the harms associ-
ated with them. Burson-Marsteller in turn organized BSEF. 
Previously, Burson-Marsteller organized similar groups to 
lobby on behalf of the tobacco and nuclear industries. Two 
of BSEF member company flame retardants have been nom-
inated for global ban and phase-out under the Stockholm 
Convention (penta-BDE and octa-BDE). Attention has now 
shifted to deca-BDE, a flame retardant in wide use. This doc-
ument addresses common claims by BSEF about deca-BDE.

BSEF CLAIM: Brominated flame retardants such as  
deca-BDE should not be found in the environment  
and concerns over brominated flame retardants being 
found in the environment are legitimate.1

FACT: This is true! Toxic flame retardants such as PBDEs 
manufactured by BSEF member companies are widely 
found in the environment, in animals, and even human be-
ings. Deca-BDE is found in fish, birds, grizzly bears, and other 
animals at high concentrations, demonstrating that deca-
BDE can be absorbed by biological systems.2,3,4,5 Deca-BDE 
has been measured in human blood and breast milk 6,7 and 
at high levels in electronics recycling workers.8 Safer alter-
natives to PBDEs make this exposure unnecessary.  

BSEF CLAIM: No state has taken any action against  
deca-BDE.

FACT: Regulatory actions to prohibit deca-BDE have been 
taken in Maine and Washington. Maine law bans new uses 
of deca in mattresses and upholstered furniture effective 
January 1, 2008 and phases out existing uses of deca in tele-
visions and computer housings by January 1, 2010.9  Wash-
ington State bans the use of deca in mattresses by 2008 and 
the use of deca in televisions, computers, and residential 
upholstered furniture by 2011.10 Illinois EPA advised the  
legislature and governor that deca-BDE can and should  
be eliminated.11 States taking action against other PBDEs 
include California, Hawaii, Maryland, Michigan, Minnesota, 
New York, Oregon, and Rhode Island.

BSEF CLAIM: Deca-BDE is the most highly studied  
flame retardant available. 

FACT: Almost all of the peer-reviewed scientific studies  
published since 2005 contain evidence supporting elimina-
tion of deca-BDE. These studies demonstrate toxicity, break-
down into harmful substances, and the presence of deca-
BDE in animals and humans.12 One study that supported 
continued use was performed under contract to BSEF  
member companies. 

BSEF CLAIM: Deca-BDE is not toxic.

FACT: Deca-BDE and other PBDEs are similar to PCBs.  
Deca-BDE is characterized by the U.S. Environmental Protec-
tion Agency (EPA) as a “possible human carcinogen” based
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on laboratory studies which showed 
that there was a dose-dependent in-
crease of liver tumors in both female 
and male rats, and acinar cell adenoma 
in male rats.13 The state of Washington 
finds that deca-BDE is toxic based on 
studies which showed liver, kidney and 
thyroid effects and fetal death.14 Mice 
exposed to deca-BDE suffered brain 
damage which was not reversible.15 PB-
DEs such as deca-BDE are also sources of 
polybrominated dioxins and furans.16  

BSEF CLAIM: Deca-BDE does not  
degrade to lower brominated PBDEs 
of concern such as octa-BDE.

FACT: The POPs Review Committee of 
the Stockholm Convention concluded 
that components of the commercial 
octa-BDE mixture are formed by debromination of deca- 
BDE in the environment.17 Deca-BDE degrades under normal 
environmental conditions in house dust forming three dif-
ferent nona-BDEs and several octa-BDEs.18 Numerous other 
studies show degradation of deca-BDE to octa-BDE and other 
BDEs in rats, birds, cows, and fish.19,20,21,22,23,24 Workers exposed 
occupationally to deca-BDE contain hepta-BDE and octa-BDE 
congeners that are not present in the commercial deca-BDE 
mixture or in reference groups. A follow up study found that 
reduced exposure decreased the deca-BDE concentrations 
but increased the hepta-BDE and octa-BDE concentrations 
suggesting that debromination was occurring in humans.25 
 

BSEF CLAIM: Levels of deca-BDE in breast milk are  
vanishingly small, and there is no evidence that they  
are increasing. 

FACT: The highest recorded PBDE levels in human breast milk 
were in U.S. residents, three times higher than those found  
in Canada, and 10–100 times higher than levels in Japan, 
Sweden and other parts of Europe.26 
	 The graph above shows the dramatic reduction of PBDE 
breast milk levels in Swedish women after PBDE controls 
were established. Between 1997 and 2000, PBDE levels fell 
about 30 percent in Sweden.

BSEF CLAIM: None of the alternatives have the track  
record of deca-BDE.

FACT: Leading electronic manufacturers are using safer  
substitutes to deca-BDE in plastic. Ninety-five percent27 of 
computer manufacturers and a majority of TV manufacturers 
do not use deca-BDE in enclosures. Apple, Dell, Lenovo, Toshiba, 
Acer, Sony, LG Electronics, Samsung, Sharp, Phillips, Hewlett 
Packard and Panasonic have phased out deca-BDE and plan 
to eliminate all BFRs by 2011.28 The Danish EPA found “…  
a large number of the world’s major manufacturers of EEE 
(electrical and electronic equipment) have phased out  
deca-BDE in their products, this demonstrates ipso facto 
that commercially viable and suitable alternatives are used 
in many polymeric applications, and that safe fire retardant 
EEE components free of DecaBDE are actually available.”

BSEF CLAIM: A better alternative to deca-BDE is not 
available.

FACT: Alternatives to deca-BDE include chemical substitutes 
and non-chemical alternatives such as design changes. One 
chemical substitute, resorcinol bis (diphenyl phosphate) (RDP), 
a commonly used alternative to deca-BDE, is safer for the 
environment and public health. The chemicals analysis tool, 
The Green Screen for Safer Chemicals29 finds deca-BDE is a 
chemical of high concern while RDP is not, and concludes 
RDP is safer than deca-BDE. The Maine Department of En-
vironmental Protection also found RDP, “presents a signifi-
cantly lower threat to the environment and human health 
than does deca-BDE.” 30 Alternative materials or design 
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changes that eliminate the need for chemical flame retar-
dants may include shielding the plastic outer casing of com-
ponents with metal or making the entire case of metal.31,32

BSEF CLAIM: A ban on deca-BDE could have lethal  
consequences for firefighters.

FACT: The Professional Firefighters Union of Minnesota  
concluded that deca-BDE poses an unacceptable risk to  
firefighters.33 The European Commission determined it is 
possible to meet the UL94 V-0 fire safety standard using 
substitutes for deca-BDE.34

BSEF CLAIM: The U.S. EPA is evaluating deca-BDE.

FACT: The EPA evaluation is under Congressional investiga-
tion to probe corporate corruption of science.  The investi-
gation was launched after EPA responded to a request by 
the chemical industry to remove Dr. Deborah Rice as chair of 
the EPA Deca risk assessment panel. Rice is an internationally 

recognized deca-BDE expert, former EPA scientist, and cur-
rent scientist for the state of Maine. Rice had presented data 
representing the Maine Center for Disease Control position 
that deca-BDE use should be restricted. Rep. John D. Dingell 
(D-MI), House Energy and Commerce Committee Chair, and 
Rep. Bart Stupak (D-MI), chair of the Oversight and Investga-
tions Subcommittee have demanded documents from EPA 
and the industry.35

BSEF CLAIM: The proposed ban of deca-BDE contradicts 
the findings of the European Union’s comprehensive,  
10-year-long risk assessment. 

FACT: Deca-BDE is banned in electrical and electronic 
equipment in the European Union effective July 1, 2008.  
The European Court of Justice successfully defended  
this ban in April 2008. Many large manufacturers use  
bromine-free alternatives, which present minimal risks  
for adverse environmental effects.36 
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