Teflon Coated Cookware: Non-Stick Is Not Always Non-toxic


There was a time when non-stick cookware was known as “the housewives’ best friend.” However, as of late, concerned parties are taking a closer look at products such as DuPont’s Teflon, and other non-stick chemical coatings. These same substances that keep carpets and clothing from staining is what keeps your eggs from sticking to your omelet pan. Sure, it’s easier to cook and clean in many of today’s kitchens, but what’s the trade off? Let’s hope it’s not your family’s health. 


A main ingredient in many non-stick coatings used by Stainmaster, Gore-tex, and Silverstone is ammonium perfluorooctanoate, or C-8, which has been linked to cancer, organ damage and other health effects in laboratory test animals. The real danger to humans and their household pets occurs when cookware coated with non-stick chemicals can exceed temperatures at which the coating chemically breaks down and emits toxic particles and gases. According to the Environmental Working Group (EWG), thousands of pet bird deaths and an unknown number of human illnesses are due to inhalation or digestion of these toxic particles each year. Jane Houlihan, vice president for research at the Environmental Working Group, said, "In retrospect, this may seem like one of the biggest, if not the biggest, mistakes the chemical industry has ever made." 


Now that this potential problem has been thrust into the spotlight, a high priority investigation by the EPA of the chemical's risks has been initiated. It turns out that an alarming amount of C-8 has been found in blood samples from consumers. There is a growing concern that C-8 may cause possible long-term harm to the generations that have been exposed to Teflon products. Focus has shifted to the people who work, live, and drink the water near the Teflon plant in West Virginia. If there are, indeed, any long-term effects, these people will be the first to show them. 


In its defense, DuPont recently stated that, "significant decomposition of the coating will occur only when temperatures exceed about 464°F. These temperatures alone are well above the normal cooking range." However, new tests conducted by a university food safety professor show that cookware can exceed these temperatures, turning toxic through the common act of preheating a pan on a burner set on high. 


So what exactly can happen in these cases where temperatures exceed normal and chemical breakdown occurs? “Teflon toxicosis,” as the bird poisonings are called, is when the lungs of exposed birds hemorrhage and fill with fluid, leading to suffocation. DuPont has acknowledged that the fumes can also lead to a condition in humans called "polymer fume fever,” an illnesses often mistaken to be the common flu. DuPont’s reaction to proven instances of this illness tends to be a brush-off, claiming that the effects are temporary and reversible. 


To date, the federal government has not assessed the safety of non-stick cookware since the Food and Drug Administration (FDA) approved Teflon for contact with food in 1960. Back then, a food frying study showed high levels of Teflon chemicals in hamburger cooked on older, rigorously used pans. The FDA ruled these levels to be of little health significance. Currently, most non-stick cookware carries no warning label. And, while DuPont publicly acknowledges that overheated Teflon often kills birds, the company-produced public service brochure on bird safety discusses the hazards of ceiling fans, mirrors, toilets, and cats before mentioning the dangers of Teflon fumes. For those that continue to use non-stick cookware, safety requires one to do so with care, perhaps at consistently lower temperatures. 

