An Interim Report from the Study Group on Health Effects of Endocrine
Disrupting Chemicals

I. Introduction

In recent years, there has been an emerging concern that certain types of
chemicals, including organochloric pesticides, plasticizers in plastic containers,
and surfactants in detergents, may disrupt endocrine functions and have adverse
effects on human health (the so-called endocrine disruptor issue). This issue
includes many problems to be resolved scientifically, and thereis a wide variety of
indicated chemicals and health effects. Therefore, discussions are being conducted
domestically and internationally on the relationship between these chemicals and
health effects.

The Ministry of Health and Welfare is promoting research and studies on this
issue so that it may handle new types of problems with chemicals if they occur.
This work is part of varying activities which the Ministry has conducted against
chemical issues such as public pollution, in view of the protection of public health,
including the enactment and amendment of “the Law concerning the Examination
and Regulation of Manufacture etc. of Chemicals,” “the Food Sanitation Law,” and
“the Water Works Law.”

A task group of the 1996 Health Sciences Research Program collected information
on health effects of substances with estrogenic activities in “A Study on the Crisis
Management of Chemicals (chief researcher: Dr. Morio Sedaka, Professor, Faculty
of Pharmaceutical Science, Teikyo University).” This study was part of “the review
of approaches for crisis management in the chemical field.” The group focused on a
series of chemicals which are expected to have estrogenic activities, including
insecticides such as DDT and other pesticides whose use was discontinued. Then,
the group discussed necessary approaches for the target chemicals based on
biological activities, in collaboration with the Organization of Economic
Cooperation and Development (OECD). The group compiled the study into a
report titled “the Endocrine Issue” and indicated that this issue should be
discussed continuously as it is of great importance. The report explains that
pesticides need strict reproductive/developmental toxicity studies and two-
generation reproduction studies to determine whether they have estrogenic



activities. The report also describes the possibility that chemicals with estrogenic
activities can not be clarified using conventional testing systems and concepts.
The Ministry has been conducting research and studies in cooperation with the
OECD and the U.S. EPA.

For the endocrine disrupting chemical issue, many problems remain to be
resolved scientifically. Therefore, we urgently need to tackle these problems (on a
high-urgency basis) using a tiered program. The problems can be divided into the
three tires: 1) urgent individual problems which are considered to need temporary
risk management by analyzing available data on effects on the living body and
exposure, 2) problems which require urgent measures for necessary research and
studies because of the lack of information on exposure and effects on the living
body, 3) problems which are expected to be resolved with the promotion of state-
of-the-art science, based on the characteristics of the mechanism of effects of
endocrine disruptors.

Under these circumstances, in April 1998, the Ministry of Health and Welfare
established the Study Group on Health Effects of Endocrine Disrupting Chemicals
(chairperson: Nobuyuki Itoh, President, Nagoya City University) as a private
panel under the Director-General of the Environmental Health Bureau, in order to
identify the nature of these problems and clarify the mechanism of effects of
endocrine disruptors. Since then, sessions have been held fairy regularly. In
addition, the Ministry has been promoting research and studies in collaboration
with related ministries/agencies, laboratories, and academic bodies.

This publication was compiled based on findings and views obtained from
specialized discussions of this Group, and considering the approaches of other
countries. This publication describes our present understanding of endocrine
disruptors and their health effects. It also indicates temporary plans and
approaches of the Japanese government.
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Meetings held to date
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