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Covid: chemicals found in everyday
products could hinder vaccine
Researchers worry PFAS, commonly found in the bodies of
Americans, will reduce the immunization’s effectiveness
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 David Rach volunteers to test the Covid-19 vaccine developed by Pfizer. Photograph: PFIZER/Reuters
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The successful uptake of any vaccine for Covid-19, a crucial step in returning
a sense of normalcy after a year ravaged by the coronavirus pandemic, could
be hindered by widespread contamination from a range of chemicals used in
everyday products.

Small amounts of per- and polyfluoroalkyl (or PFAS) chemicals are
commonly found in the bodies of people in the US, as well as several other
countries. These man-made chemicals, used in everything from non-stick
pans to waterproof clothes to pizza boxes, have been linked to an elevated
risk of liver damage, decreased fertility and even cancer.

But scientists warn some of these chemicals can also cause another little-
known but potentially significant defect by reducing the effectiveness of
certain administered vaccines. This impediment could cast a shadow over
efforts to roll out a Covid-19 vaccine to enough people that restrictions on
day-to-day life are eased.

“At this stage we don’t know if it will impact a corona vaccination, but it’s a
risk,” said Philippe Grandjean, an adjunct professor of environmental health
at the Harvard School of Public Health. “We would have to cross our fingers
and hope for the best.”

Research led by Grandjean has found that children exposed to PFAS had
significantly reduced antibody concentrations after given tetanus and
diphtheria vaccinations. A follow-up study of adult healthcare workers
found similar results. Meanwhile, a certain type of PFAS, called
perfluorobutyrate (or PFBA), accumulates in the lungs and can heighten the
severity of illness suffered by people who are infected with Covid-19,
separate research by Grandjean, yet to be peer-reviewed, has suggested.

German company BioNTech and the US pharmaceutical giant Pfizer
provoked a surge of optimism over an impending Covid vaccine after
announcing a contender was 90% effective in preventing people from falling
ill with the disease. The scientist behind the vaccine has predicted it will
“bash the virus over the head” and help lift the pandemic that has crippled
much of the world since the beginning of the year.

The Pfizer vaccine is based on
messenger RNA genetic material and
it’s uncertain if PFAS contamination
would disrupt its efficacy in patients.
But there are several other vaccine
contenders that are formulated
around the protein spikes of the
virus, similar to vaccines for tetanus
and diphtheria, and they may well
also have poor results in people who
have ingested PFAS.

“People with high exposure to PFAS
have a non-protective and very low
antibody levels after four vaccinations for diphtheria and tetanus,”
Grandjean said. “So if a vaccine for Covid is similar, the PFAS will likely
inhibit the response from a vaccine. But it is an unknown at this stage.”

The US president-elect, Joe Biden, has promised to crack down on PFAS
pollutants by classifying them as hazardous substances. It is estimated more
than 200 million Americans eat food and drink water laced with PFAS,
known as “forever chemicals” as they linger long in the body, with hotspots
found in areas around military bases where the chemicals are used in
firefighting foam.

Despite this, only a few states require drinking water to be largely free from
PFAS, a situation that a Biden-controlled Environmental Protection Agency
will probably intervene in with new federal limits.

Any new regulation of PFAS will now have an added urgency, with a Covid
vaccine expected for the vast majority of Americans by mid-2021. “I do worry
constantly about exposure for both known and unknown PFAS, and the
impacts they are having on both our immune systems and on our health in
general,” said David Andrews, a senior scientist at the Environmental
Working Group. “PFAS exposure is an urgent public health crisis.”

The real work is just beginning ...
... following Joe Biden’s victory in the 2020 election. A majority of
Americans chose a different path. These voters rejected four years of
divisiveness, racism and sustained assaults on constitutional democracy –
but it is clear that the country remains bitterly divided. Removing the sitting
president from the White House is one thing, but fixing America is another –
because many of the problems facing America pre-date President Trump.

As the country begins a new chapter, the need for robust, fact-based
journalism that highlights injustice and also offers solutions is as great as
ever. In addition to a pandemic, the new president will need to confront a
divided country, a stark racial wealth gap, a climate crisis and an electoral
college that increasingly favors a demographic minority to dominate the
levers of power.

The Guardian welcomes the opportunity to refocus our journalism on the
opportunities that lie ahead for America minus the distraction of a daily
White House soap opera. We will focus on the need to fix a broken
healthcare system, restore the role of science in public life, repair global
alliances, and address the corrosive racial bias in our schools, criminal
justice system, housing and other institutions.

But we can’t do this on our own. We need your support to carry on this
essential work. We rely to an ever greater extent on our readers, both for the
moral force to continue doing journalism at a time like this and for the
financial strength to facilitate that reporting.

We believe every one of us deserves equal access to fact-based news and
analysis. We’ve decided to keep Guardian journalism free for all readers,
regardless of where they live or what they can afford to pay. This is made
possible thanks to the support we receive from readers across America in all
50 states. If you can, support the Guardian from as little as $1 – and it only
takes a minute. Thank you.

Support the Guardian Remind me on Giving Tuesday

Topics

Sign up Enter your email address

Sign up for the Guardian’s First Thing newsletter

The long game: the
race for a vaccine
against all
coronaviruses

 Read more

Coronavirus
Infectious diseases /Medical research /news

most viewed in US
Trump fires director of US
cybersecurity agency that
refuted voter fraud claims

The madness of King
Trump, America's sulky
George III sequel
Ian Martin

Republican certifiers in
Michigan back down after
refusing to approve Biden
win

'Dr B': the lowIprofile college
educator set to break
barriers as first lady

Harvey Weinstein is sick
and being 'closely
monitored' in prison

Related stories

Dolly Parton partly
funded Moderna Covid
vaccine research

17 Nov 2020

What does the
Moderna vaccine mean
for the fight against
Covid?

16 Nov 2020

Covid vaccine: US
regulators and
scientists to make
debate public

22 Oct 2020

Battle rages inside US
hospitals over how
CovidI19 strikes and
kills

23 Sep 2020

Trump claims CDC director
is 'confused' over 2021
vaccine timetable

16 Sep 2020

What is blood plasma
therapy and does it work
for CovidI19?

24 Aug 2020

CovidI19: lack of diversity
threatens to undermine
vaccine trials, experts warn

7 Aug 2020

How quickly will there be a
vaccine? And what if
people refuse to get it?

16 Jul 2020

Most popular

Most commented
Working from home has offered
people a glimpse of how things
could be different
Rhiannon Lucy Cosslett

Most shared
The British government's first
disaster of 2021? A food
shortage
George Monbiot

 World Europe US Americas Asia Australia Middle East Africa Inequality Global development

Sign up for the Guardian Today email

All the day's headlines and highlights from the
Guardian, direct to you every morning

Email address Sign up

© 2020 Guardian News & Media Limited or its affiliated companies. All rights reserved.

About us

Contact us

Complaints &
corrections

SecureDrop

Work for us

California resident
– Do Not Sell

Privacy policy

Cookie policy

Terms & conditions

Help

All topics

All writers

Digital newspaper
archive

Facebook

Twitter

Newsletters

Advertise with us

Guardian Labs

Search jobs

Support
The Guardian
Available for everyone, funded by readers

Contribute Subscribe

Back to top

News Opinion Sport Culture Lifestyle More 

Coronavirus

 State of Origin 2020 game
3: Qld Maroons v NSW Blues X live!

Live K

New national hotel quarantine
worker testing rules announced X as
it happened

Republican certifiers in Michigan
back down after refusing to
approve Biden win

South Australia's Covid lockdown
explained: why six days and isn't 36
cases low?

'It's not about cancel culture':
Hedwig and the Angry Inch
postponed after transIled petition

South Australia announces sixIday
Covid lockdown as ‘circuit breaker’
to avoid second wave

Push to oust Liberal MP Craig Kelly
gathers pace: 'It’s awful to be the
laughing stock of the country'

 The madness of King Trump,
America's sulky George III sequel

 Pete Evans: why did it take so
long for companies to cut ties with
the celebrity chef?

South Australia and Adelaide Covid
lockdown rules and coronavirus
restrictions explained

News Opinion Sport Culture Lifestyle

Across The Guardian In World News

Sign in

Sponsored Video
Advertisement by Advertising Partner

Watch to learn more

 SEE MORE

Sponsored Video
Advertisement by Advertising Partner

Watch to learn more

 SEE MORE

Choose the best
subscription for you

See options

Digital subscription
The Guardian’s complete digital subscription is built to fit with any routine. Two
innovative apps, plus ad-free reading on theguardian.com, will give you an enhanced
experience of our reporting across all your devices with a 14 day free trial.

Subscribe now

Guardian Weekly
Get a global perspective on the issues that matter. Subscribe to The Guardian’s
essential new magazine. 
6 issues for $6

Subscribe now

Search jobs Search US edition 

 
Advertisement

https://www.facebook.com/dialog/share?app_id=180444840287&href=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.theguardian.com%2Fworld%2F2020%2Fnov%2F17%2Fchemicals-found-in-everyday-products-could-hinder-covid-19-vaccine%3FCMP%3Dshare_btn_fb
https://twitter.com/intent/tweet?text=Covid%3A%20chemicals%20found%20in%20everyday%20products%20could%20hinder%20vaccine&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.theguardian.com%2Fworld%2F2020%2Fnov%2F17%2Fchemicals-found-in-everyday-products-could-hinder-covid-19-vaccine%3FCMP%3Dshare_btn_tw
mailto:?subject=Covid%3A%20chemicals%20found%20in%20everyday%20products%20could%20hinder%20vaccine&body=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.theguardian.com%2Fworld%2F2020%2Fnov%2F17%2Fchemicals-found-in-everyday-products-could-hinder-covid-19-vaccine%3FCMP%3Dshare_btn_link
https://www.facebook.com/dialog/share?app_id=180444840287&href=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.theguardian.com%2Fworld%2F2020%2Fnov%2F17%2Fchemicals-found-in-everyday-products-could-hinder-covid-19-vaccine%3FCMP%3Dshare_btn_fb
https://twitter.com/intent/tweet?text=Covid%3A%20chemicals%20found%20in%20everyday%20products%20could%20hinder%20vaccine&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.theguardian.com%2Fworld%2F2020%2Fnov%2F17%2Fchemicals-found-in-everyday-products-could-hinder-covid-19-vaccine%3FCMP%3Dshare_btn_tw
mailto:?subject=Covid%3A%20chemicals%20found%20in%20everyday%20products%20could%20hinder%20vaccine&body=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.theguardian.com%2Fworld%2F2020%2Fnov%2F17%2Fchemicals-found-in-everyday-products-could-hinder-covid-19-vaccine%3FCMP%3Dshare_btn_link
http://www.linkedin.com/shareArticle?mini=true&title=Covid%3A%20chemicals%20found%20in%20everyday%20products%20could%20hinder%20vaccine&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.theguardian.com%2Fworld%2F2020%2Fnov%2F17%2Fchemicals-found-in-everyday-products-could-hinder-covid-19-vaccine
http://www.pinterest.com/pin/find/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.theguardian.com%2Fworld%2F2020%2Fnov%2F17%2Fchemicals-found-in-everyday-products-could-hinder-covid-19-vaccine
https://support.theguardian.com/us/contribute?REFPVID=khnaast54dvjyaxr8w3n&INTCMP=gdnwb_copts_memco_2020-11-16_US_EPIC_POSTELECTIONUPDATE__NO_ARTICLECOUNT_CONTROL&acquisitionData=%7B%22source%22%3A%22GUARDIAN_WEB%22%2C%22componentId%22%3A%22gdnwb_copts_memco_2020-11-16_US_EPIC_POSTELECTIONUPDATE__NO_ARTICLECOUNT_CONTROL%22%2C%22componentType%22%3A%22ACQUISITIONS_EPIC%22%2C%22campaignCode%22%3A%22gdnwb_copts_memco_2020-11-16_US_EPIC_POSTELECTIONUPDATE__NO_ARTICLECOUNT_CONTROL%22%2C%22abTest%22%3A%7B%22name%22%3A%222020-11-16_US_EPIC_POSTELECTIONUPDATE__NO_ARTICLECOUNT%22%2C%22variant%22%3A%22CONTROL%22%7D%2C%22referrerPageviewId%22%3A%22khnaast54dvjyaxr8w3n%22%2C%22referrerUrl%22%3A%22https%3A%2F%2Fwww.theguardian.com%2Fworld%2F2020%2Fnov%2F17%2Fchemicals-found-in-everyday-products-could-hinder-covid-19-vaccine%22%2C%22isRemote%22%3Atrue%7D
https://www.epa.gov/pfas/basic-information-pfas
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2019/may/23/pfas-everyday-products-toxics-guide
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6190594/
https://www.health.state.mn.us/communities/environment/risk/docs/guidance/gw/pfbainfo.pdf
https://www.medrxiv.org/content/10.1101/2020.10.22.20217562v1
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/nov/12/scientist-behind-biontech-pfizer-coronavirus-vaccine-says-it-can-end-pandemic
https://joebiden.com/environmental-justice-plan/#
https://phys.org/news/2020-10-million-americans-toxic-pfas.html
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2020/sep/24/pfas-dangerous-forever-chemicals-drinking-water
https://news.bloomberglaw.com/environment-and-energy/bidens-epa-expected-to-pass-limits-on-some-forever-chemicals?context=search&index=0
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2020/nov/17/chris-krebs-trump-fired-cybersecurity-voter-fraud-claims
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2020/nov/17/donald-trump-king-george-iii-sequel
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2020/nov/18/republican-certifiers-in-michigan-back-down-after-refusing-to-approve-biden-win
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2020/nov/18/jill-biden-first-lady-educator-biden-administration
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/nov/17/harvey-weinstein-sick-prison
https://www.theguardian.com/info/about-guardian-us
https://www.theguardian.com/info/about-guardian-us/contact
https://www.theguardian.com/info/complaints-and-corrections
https://www.theguardian.com/securedrop
https://workforus.theguardian.com/
https://www.theguardian.com/info/privacy
https://www.theguardian.com/info/cookies
https://www.theguardian.com/help/terms-of-service
https://www.theguardian.com/help
https://www.theguardian.com/index/subjects/a
https://www.theguardian.com/index/contributors
https://theguardian.newspapers.com/
https://www.facebook.com/theguardian
https://twitter.com/guardian
https://www.theguardian.com/email-newsletters?INTCMP=DOTCOM_FOOTER_NEWSLETTER_US
https://advertising.theguardian.com/us/advertising
https://www.theguardian.com/guardian-labs-us
https://jobs.theguardian.com/?INTCMP=NGW_FOOTER_US_GU_JOBS
https://www.theguardian.com/world/coronavirus-outbreak

