* Kk 4

I E L f Corporate

Europe
“ENVIRONMENTAL LAW Observatory

The Pollution Playbook:

How Industry Blocks Regulation of Toxic Chemicals

Toxic chemical pollution is a global crisis.! More than 350,000 chemicals and mixtures have been
identified in inventories across countries and regions,? and evidence shows that many industrial
chemicals are harmful to human health.? Despite increasing evidence of hazardous chemicalsin the
environment and in human bodies, there are many regulatory gaps.* While there are many reasons
for this, a major contributor to this regulatory gap is the deceptive tactics that manufacturers use
to keep producing and selling their toxic products.

From tobacco to fossil fuels, from plastics to chemicals, there is a long history of corporate interests
and their allies using deceptive tactics to avoid regulation of harmful products. Some of the most

common tactics are as follows: °

Withholding damaging knowledge: When internal company research reveals damaging
information about their products, that information is often not shared with the public or

regulators, or is actively hidden.®

Undermining independent science and conducting research that favors corporate
interests: Funding academics to promote industry-friendly findings;’ cherry-picking and
amplifying friendly findings in public discourse or to influence legislative processes;?®
critiquing the design of independent studies or reanalyzing data with new parameters to

deliver results that support their products’ safety claims;’ misanalyzing data in ways that
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produce misleading solutions;'° failing to disclose industry funding sources and conflicts of

interest in academic research.

e Pointing to “other causes” for harms: Deflecting blame from a product or industry by

citing other alternative causes for the negative impacts.'

e Intimidating and targeting independent scientists: Discrediting authors and harassing
and intimidating scientists who publish studies that illuminate the health impacts of a

specific industry product.”

e Developing PR campaigns: Spreading pro-industry messages to reframe the narrative

around products.'

e Using front groups: Funding fake grassroots groups (a practice known as ‘astroturfing’)
and recruiting participants to lend credibility to and promote industry-friendly

narratives.’®

e TFindingloopholesorcheating the system: Identifying and exploiting loopholes in the law,
deliberately circumventing regulations, or conspiring within the industry to avoid

regulation.’®

e Emphasizing economic costs over all others: Manipulating data to distort cost-benefit

analyses, overestimating costs of regulations, and underestimating benefits."”
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When industry manufactures doubt, lobbies regulators and politicians, and wrongly presents its
products as ‘safe’ to delay, limit, or impede regulations at the national, regional, or global level, it

does so at the expense of human health and the environment.'®

Companies often present themselves as essential partners in policymaking because they have
unique access to the data on their chemicals and often claim ‘confidentiality.””® However, the
historical record indicates a pattern of dishonest engagement in policy and regulatory processes
through hidden data and manipulation or through attempts to discredit independent science that
shows the harms of their products. Trade secrets and confidentiality must not be used as excuses to
embed manufacturers and lobbyists in policymaking processes and decision-making bodies.
Companies and their trade associations should not be able to influence policymaking for hazardous
substances they manufacture or the wider chemicals policy landscape. Institutions need to develop
strong conflict-of-interest policies to safeguard policymaking from vested interests.

The following four case studies illustrate some of the tactics as described above.

Case Studies

Withholding Knowledge: Per- and Polyfluoroalkyl Substances (PFAS)

Per- and polyfluoroalkyl substances (PFAS, also known as ‘forever chemicals’) are a group of more
than 10,000? man-made chemicals whose defining property of ‘persistence’ derives from their
strong carbon-fluorine bonds. Some PFAS have been identified globally as persistent organic
pollutants (POPs) under the Stockholm Convention, while many others share similar persistence
and concern but are not yet listed.?> PFAS have waterproof, greaseproof, and heatproof properties,
making them widely used in industry and in professional and consumer products, from machinery
to raincoats. But their cost to human and animal health, as well as the environment, is also huge,
and some consider it “one of the most pressing public and environmental health problems of the
modern world.”? It is likely that “additional environmental and human health concerns will be

identified as research continues into this class of chemicals.”?*
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There is strong and growing evidence from independent scientists that the production of PFAS
should be regulated and restricted. PFAS are highly problematic because of their common high
persistence,? which provides a “sufficient basis for regulation.”? Certain PFAS have already been
proven to be toxic and are associated with endocrine-disrupting effects, carcinogenicity, toxicity to
reproduction, effects on the immune system, and on lipid metabolism.?” Research also shows that
PFAS pollution cannot be eliminated during key points of its lifecycle, neither during the
manufacture?® of some of the most controversial PFAS (e.g., fluoropolymers) nor at the end, during
conventional incineration.? It is also clear that the costs of cleaning up PFAS from our bodies®*’ or
from the environment® would be prohibitive. Besides, fully effective, scalable clean-up
technologies are not yet available.

From the late 1990s, leading PFAS producers were forced to disclose toxicity information by US
courts, but previously had hidden evidence for decades to evade and fight regulation.®* Academic
analysis of previously secret documents from PFAS producers DuPont and 3M showed that by 1970,
the companies knew these chemicals were “highly toxic when inhaled and moderately toxic when
ingested.”** This was forty years before the public health community knew about the harms.3*
These documents also demonstrate that these manufacturers used “several strategies that have
been shown common to tobacco, pharmaceutical and other industries to influence science and
regulation — most notably, suppressing unfavorable research and distorting public discourse.”**
Asaresult, regulatory action was significantly delayed.*® Similarly, investigations have shown that
Arkema, a major French chemical producer whose products include PFAS, had been aware of the
dangers of PFAS since at least the late 1990s and could have limited their spread in the environment

ten years before taking action.*”
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When the regulation of some PFAS became unavoidable, the industry funded its own science to
justify its demands for exempting entire classes of PFAS from regulation. The Forever Lobbying
Project — a cross-border, interdisciplinary investigation launched in 2025 — revealed the
importance of two heavily cited scientific articles®® whose authors were industry consultants or
employees of fluoropolymer manufacturers. These articles have been used to back industry claims
that fluoropolymers should be exempted from regulation because they are too large to penetrate
cells or cause harm.*® They claim that fluoropolymers are “Polymers of Low Concern (PLC)”
according to criteria established by the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development
(OECD).*In reality, the OECD has never agreed on such criteria,* and it can be argued that claiming

otherwise was “potentially dishonest.”*?

As the European Environmental Bureau (EEB) reported in 2024, despite corporations being aware
of PFAS’ persistence and their potential hazards, they “failed to adequately inform the public or
regulators” and “significantly contributed to the uncontrolled spread of PFAS across various
environments and populations.”*® Today, despite the PFAS pollution crisis, regulation remains
decidedly patchy. The Stockholm Convention, which regulates POPs, has helped to phase out some
PFAS* afteryears of industry opposition. Yet after regulating one chemical, corporations will often
replace it with similar PFAS or substances that break down into PFAS (a process known as

‘regrettable substitution’).*

Atthe EUlevel, an attempt to develop a comprehensive restriction to cover almost all PFAS to avoid
regrettable substitutions is underway.*® However, the process has been met with multiple
challenges that are weakening efforts to regulate and ban PFAS. There is evidence that the industry
has privileged access to decision-makers,*” it is promoting “misleading, fearmongering,
exaggerated, or potentially dishonest” lobbying messages on science, alternatives, and the

economy,*® and it is pushing industry-derived ‘solutions’ to the PFAS pollution crisis.*’
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There are well-documented harms from PFAS, and decision-makers have a clear and urgent
rationale to regulate them. Industry has a vested interest in defending business as usual. It has
shown thatitiswilling to hide the truth, sponsor science, deploy misinformation and manipulative
strategies, and fight regulatory and policy initiatives that could protect human health and the
environment from the harm caused by their products.

Undermining Independent Science: Bisphenol A (BPA)

Bisphenols are a class of industrial chemicals used to produce polymers and resins.’® Bisphenol A
(BPA), perhaps the most well-known bisphenol,” is an endocrine-disrupting chemical that
interferes with hormone function.’* A major use of BPA is to make polycarbonate plastic, which is
commonly used in food packaging, such as beverage bottles, and in coatings on metal cans.>* It was
first found to mimic estrogen in the 1930s,’* and since then, many health effects have been
documented, including, but not limited to, impacts on reproductive systems and metabolism.>
BPA can also have neurodevelopmental®® and immunotoxic effects, increase the risk of
cardiovascular diseases and hormone-related cancers, and affect fertility,?” and some effects can be
transgenerational.”® A 2020 review evaluating twenty years of BPA research found “overwhelming
evidence of harm” to human health from exposure to BPA, including at low doses.*® Additionally, a
2023 biomonitoring study found that 92% of adults across eleven European countries had BPA in

their urine, indicating that it is likely present in most people.5°
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The commercial interests behind BPA have gone on the defensive to contest the independent
science that supportsits regulation. For example, in the European Union, the European Chemicals
Agency (ECHA) has added BPA to the candidate list of Substances of Very High Concern (SVHC),
updating its listing at various stages to include its reprotoxic and endocrine-disrupting properties
with probable serious effects to human health, and endocrine-disrupting effects on the
environment. The European plastics industry trade association, PlasticsEurope, has sued ECHA

over all three of these updates and has lost each time.®!

In PlasticsEurope v. ECHA (Case T-636/17), a case heard before the General Court of the EU
regarding endocrine-disrupting properties affecting humans, industry contested the scientific
studies used in ECHA’s decision in multiple ways. PlasticsEurope argued that some of the studies
had been flagged by the European Food Safety Authority (EFSA) as having limitations or being
unreliable.®” However, the EFSA assessment had a different scope — assessing risk related to a
particular use rather than the substance's intrinsic hazards— so the claims of limitations were not
relevant in the way PlasticsEurope argued.®® They also claimed that certain studies were not given
appropriate weight or taken into account, and that the studies did not support ECHA’s
conclusions.®® The Court’s judgment pointed out that numerous studies demonstrate adverse
effects on hormone cycles, which the industry did not address in its complaint; that many of its
criticisms had already been discussed in the review process for updating the listing of BPA; and that

it did not contest those responses.5*

Still, some countries and political regions have successfully regulated certain applications of BPA,
and others are in the process of doing so. For example, Canada, the United States, the EU, France,
Sweden, Belgium, the South American Mercosur bloc, China, and South Korea have varying
regulations of BPA in some or all food contact materials for babies and young children,®® and the EU
recently adopted a broader ban on BPA in food contact materials.®” The United Kingdom is
considering regulation, with its Food Standards Agency conducting a consultative process for a
proposed ban on BPA and other bisphenols in food contact materials.%® That said, many of the
regulations are insufficient and limited in scope.
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BPA hasalso been a topic in the ongoing negotiations for a global plastics treaty. Multiple proposals

for a global list of chemicals to regulate include BPA, and products containing BPA — specifically
toys, children’s products, and food contact materials intended for children under the age of 3 —are

alsoincluded in proposals to phase out a global list of products.®® Each of these proposals and others
attempting to ban the use of toxic chemicals in plastics were opposed by industry groups,’® whose

presence in the plastics treaty negotiations has been well documented.”

Establishing Front Groups: Benzene

Benzene, a chemical used in a wide variety of industrial applications,” has long been known to

present serious health impacts, with reports of benzene being linked to aplastic anemia (a serious

blood condition™) starting in the 1890s, and reports of links with leukemia as early as the 1920s.”*

There is now clear evidence of a causal association of benzene with myeloid leukemia and positive
associations with other types of leukemia and other blood cancers.” Benzene is also genotoxic,
meaning it damages DNA, with its main effects being clastogenicity (structural damage to

chromosomes) and aneugenicity (abnormal chromosome numbers).”

The International Agency for Research on Cancer (IARC) of the World Health Organization (WHO)
has classified benzene as Group 1 “carcinogenic to humans,” indicating sufficient evidence that it
causes cancer in humans, and this classification has stood for decades.”” In the EU, benzene is
classified as a carcinogen 1A under the Classification, Labelling, and Packaging Regulation.” In the

United States, it is regulated under the Clean Air Act as a ‘Hazardous Air Pollutant.’™
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Benzene is intricately linked to fossil fuels — it is found in petroleum products like gasoline and is
released during the production of plastics.®® While an American Petroleum Institute review from
1948 concluded that the “only absolutely safe concentration for benzene is zero,”® the industry
tried to limit the regulation of benzene, including through Conservation of Clean Air and Water in
Europe (Concawe), a research group created in 1963 by oil companies “to carry out research on
environmental issues relevant to the oil industry.”®® Concawe pushed against stronger
occupational limits on benzene in Europe and attempted to influence the IARC’s classification of
diesel exhaust as carcinogenic to humans and of ECHA’s risk assessment of benzene.

In 2017, Concawe commissioned a project to reanalyze data on benzene impacts at low exposure
levels and submitted the results to ECHA. It excluded “critical data which made it impossible for
them to observe the low-dose behaviour,” according to an environmental health expert.®* This
report was included in ECHA’s review, but in March 2018, the Risk Assessment Committee (RAC)
ultimately recommended a limit of 0.05 ppm. During that process and after the recommendation
was published, Concawe continued to push back against the EU scientific body’s conclusions by
sending a letter to the RAC chair in November 2017 expressing their concerns, and proposing
instead a limit of 0.5 ppm for three years and 0.25 ppm thereafter in a March 2019 position paper
followed by an April 2019 meeting with a body of the European Commission.?* The EU ultimately
agreed to almost exactly this proposal, adopting exposure limits of 0.5 ppm from April 2024 to 2026,
and a slightly stricter 0.2 ppm limit afterward. The European Commission presented this as “the
most balanced option between adequate protection of workers at the EU level and prevention of
closure and other severe disadvantages for the industries.”® More than anything, this illustrates
the role and power of front groups and the industry’s disinformation strategies in undermining
policies and regulations that seek to protect human health and the environment.

Combining Disinformation Strategies: Pesticides

There is a broad scientific consensus that pesticides play a key role in the decline of insects,
including pollinators vital to our food supply.®® Across the many classes of pesticides, industry
actors have employed a range of tactics to ensure their products remain on the market.
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In particular, the neonicotinoid group (also known as neonics or NNIs), one of the world’s most
widely used insecticides, has been in the spotlight. Neonicotinoids target the central nervous
systems of insects and are commonly used as systemic treatments, including seed coatings. As the
plant gradually takes up the insecticide, insects are continuously exposed. In the EU, the first
neonicotinoid insecticide to receive authorization was in 2005.%” By 2012, new scientific evidence
led the European Commission to request EFSA to look into the risks associated with the use of
clothianidin, imidacloprid and thiamethoxam on bees.®® Studies also pointed to human-relevant

harms from these substances.®®

In 2013, the EFSA issued a Guidance Document on the risk assessment of the effects of pesticides on
bees (the “Bee Guidance Document”)® and a Scientific Opinion in which EFSA concluded® that

three neonicotinoids (clothianidin, imidacloprid, and thiamethoxam) posed serious risks to bees.??

In response to the EFSA Opinion on the three neonicotinoids, Syngenta, the developer and a major
producer of thiamethoxam,® called for a review. In a 2012 letter to the European Commission,** the
corporation claimed neonicotinoids “do not damage the health of bee populations,” even though
EFSA’s Bee Guidance Document was based on numerous studies published before that year. Bayer,

% commissioned its own review of

another chemical company that produces neonicotinoids,
EFSA’s Opinion by “an independent panel of bee scientists.” In reality, the scientists were part of a
panel composed by product defense company Exponent.®® According to David Michaels, professor
in the Department of Environmental and Occupational Health at George Washington University,
corporations hire product defense companies to help them create scientific uncertainty about
potential harm caused by their products.®” Exponent claimed EFSA “overstates the risks to honey
bees” and pointed to causes other than pesticides, such as “inadequate hive maintenance.”®® This
review was accompanied by a massive lobbying campaign by producers Bayer and Syngenta, as well

asathreat of legal action from Syngenta.*
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The EU finally banned the three neonicotinoids imidacloprid, clothianidin, and thiamethoxam for
all outdoor uses in the EU in 2018."° However, the ban is consistently undermined'®’ through a
loophole that allows national derogations. In a similar vein, EFSA’s Bee Guidance Document
(published in 2013) has seen many delays in implementation. Croplife Europe!? wrote to the

»103

European Commission, opposing the Document for its “unrealistic level of conservatism,”** and

several EU countries blocked its implementation, repeating industry arguments.'°* Corporations

5 «

now call for even more industry involvement'*® “at all stages” of development of EU Guidance

documents.

Another strategy emerged when Dow and Bayer launched two new insecticides, sulfoxaflor and
flupyrapifurone, on the EU market. These chemicals have the same mode of action as
neonicotinoids, but in 2012,'° Dow and Bayer created two new categories of insecticides to portray

897 due to their

them as different. The two chemicals have been banned in France since 201
neonicotinoid-identical mode of action. In contradiction to scientific evidence, Bayer continues to
market and praise flupyradifurone pesticides'®® for their “environmental friendliness to

honeybees and bumble bees and to most beneficial insects.”

A key element in some pesticide companies’ strategies to get their products authorized is frequent
attempts to ignore or disqualify independent, peer-reviewed evidence from regulatory

assessment,'”® leaving only — or mostly — industry science to be considered.”® For instance,

authorities use the Klimisch reliability score'

to assess the reliability of toxicology studies. This
system was developed by three BASF employees and has been used to dismiss independent

studies.'?
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Some pesticide companies have even been demonstrated to try to influence regulatory scientific
assessments by ghostwriting studies (a tactic considered scientific fraud). Three notable examples
of ghostwriting relate to Monsanto and glyphosate (the active ingredient in RoundUp). In 2000, a
safety evaluation and risk assessment of RoundUp and glyphosate was published in the journal
Regulatory Toxicology and Pharmacology found that “there is no indication of any human health
concern.””® Known as the Williams, Kroes, and Munro paper, it was cited as evidence of
glyphosate’s safety for two decades and underpinned numerous regulations, even after a 2017
lawsuit uncovered internal emails suggesting that Monsanto employees ghostwrote the piece.!'*
The paper was finally retracted in 2025 following a scientific paper by Kaurov and Oreskes.
However, as pointed out by these authors, retracting the article “would not erase twenty-five years
of influence.”"® There is evidence that a second review paper, published as ‘Kier & Kirkland 2013,
was also partially ghostwritten, and, as of publication, this paper has not been retracted."” In Kier
& Kirkland, internal company emails and documents show that a Monsanto employee was
originally listed as an author and then removed prior to publication.® This same tactic was
repeated in another glyphosate paper focusing on reproductive impacts, in which a Monsanto

employee was removed from the list of authors."®
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116.
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[RETRACTED] GM Williams et al, “Safety evaluation and risk assessment of the herbicide Roundup and its active ingredient, glyphosate, for humans,” Regulatory Toxicology

and Pharmacology 31 no. 2 Pt1(2000), abstract, https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/10854122/.

Alexander A Kaurov and Naomi Oreskes, “The afterlife of a ghost-written paper: How corporate authorship shaped two decades of glyphosate safety discourse,”
Environmental Science and Policy 171 (2025), https://doi.org/10.1016/j.envsci.2025.104160.

“Glyphosate safety article retracted eight years after Monsanto ghostwriting revealed in court,” Retraction Watch, December 4, 2025,
https://retractionwatch.com/2025/12/04/glyphosate-safety-article-retracted-elsevier-monsanto-ghostwriting/.

“Glyphosate safety article retracted,” Retraction Watch.

“Screening of new Monsanto Papers,” Corporate Europe Observatory, November 8, 2017, point 6, https://corporateeurope.org/en/food-and-agriculture/2017/11/screening-

new-monsanto-papers.

“Screening of new Monsanto Papers,” Corporate Europe Observatory.

Carey Gillam, “Decades of Deceit,” presentation to a European Parliament hearing, October 11, 2017, slide 6.,
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/cmsdata/129120/PH%20Glyphosate_Gillam.pdf.
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Conclusion and Recommendations

Assessing the risks and preventing harm to human health and the environment from chemicals are
at the heart of chemical management. Historical evidence shows that many companies that
manufacture these chemicals downplay, misrepresent, or manipulate the scientificinformation on
their products’ hazards to resist or delay regulation. Protecting health and the environment
requires taking this established fact into account and acting upon it.

To that end, corporations manufacturing, placing on the market, selling, using, and trading
regulated substances (especially chemicals, pesticides, and plastics) that can cause environmental
and or health harm should be banned from participating in regulatory processes. These companies
and their trade associations should not be able to influence policymaking for hazardous substances
they manufacture or the wider chemicals policy landscape. While they should be able to participate
in public consultations or hearings or respond to official requests for information on their
products, they should not be able to privately lobby policymakers, offer hospitality, or enjoy other
behind-the-scenes access. This approach would not be unprecedented. After finding that the
tobacco industry consistently undermines public-interest decision-making on health, public
health officials acted, and the WHO adopted rules to help ensure that the tobacco industry is not

involved in public health policy.'?°

To enforce this, it is essential that there are clear conflict-of-interest rules and procedures for
policymaking and scientific spaces at the international, regional, and national levels. Public
authorities should also implement transparency regulations requiring disclosure of any lobby
meetings held with the chemical industry. Crucially, officials must urgently establish strong, well-
funded, properly independent scientific channels that will form the basis of decision-making on
chemical regulation, to avoid reliance on industry-provided data.

120.

World Health Organization (WHO), Guidelines for implementation of Article 5.3, FCTC/16.1 (January 1, 2013),
https://fctc.who.int/resources/publications/m/item/guidelines-for-implementation-of-article-5.3.
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