Topical science
Work card 2

Plastic: Friend or Foe.

Sue Brightly
Have you ever tried to count everything made from plastic? It is everywhere from our toys, pens to food wrappers, telephones, furniture, etc. The list goes on and on!

Why? Plastic is cheap, strong, corrosion resistant and can take on many different forms.

Plastic is however not perfect or entirely harmless. Scientific studies now suggest that toxic chemicals can get out of some types of plastic and cause a variety of health problems. These include cancer, birth defects and ADHD (attention deficit hyperactivity disorder).

Two types of chemicals, phthalates and bisphenol have been recently identified as toxic. However scientists disagree about how dangerous they are. Both these chemicals are added to the plastic during the manufacturing process. Phthalates adds softness and squeesability to items such as shampoo bottles, raincoats, rubber duckies, etc. Bisphenol gives a clear, hard, glasslike feel to items such as baby bottles and water bottles. It is also used to line food and soda cans.
Both the above mentioned chemicals disrupt our body’s hormones causing problems. Hormones are messenger molecules that direct or control our development, growth and bodily changes such as puberty.
So when the plastic is heated, chewed or scratched these chemicals can seep out into our bodies. Scientists and parents are especially worried about young children who often chew on everything. They tend to be exposed to more plastic and are more sensitive to the effects of these chemicals.

However not all experts agree about how dangerous these chemicals are. This is because there is no actual proof. All the experiments so far have involved animals and cells grown in test tubes.

Direct proof in humans may never be available as it is unethical to test on humans by exposing them to risky chemicals.
Scientists have also had some trouble when trying to repeat some of the experiments that show the bad side of these chemicals. So verification has been difficult.

The result is that after evaluating the data many governmental agencies have concluded that there is not enough evidence to ban their use. 
The good news is that not all plastics contain phthalates and bisphenol. If you look at the small number on the bottom of food and drink containers, the numbers 1, 2, 4 and 5 are free of phthalates and bisphenol.
Questions

1. List some items in your home made from plastic.

2. Why do you think these items were not made from some other material such as wood, glass or metal?

3. What are the advantages of making items out of plastic?

4. Research using the available resources the process of making plastic.

5. How strong is the scientific evidence that some ingredients of plastics affect human health? Give a reason for your answer. 

6. Should you now avoid plastic items? If so what should we do with all of those in our homes? How would you discard of them safely?

7. Do you think plastic rubbish in our lakes and streams would pose a risk to fish and other aquatic life? Why or why not?
Extension work

Science

Design a leaflet to inform the public on the safe use and disposal of plastic items.

Social studies

How has the widespread availability of plastics in the last 50 years changed society? To figure it out, imagine a world without any plastic.

Language
Imagine a world in which all plastics were banned. Describe in 10 sentences or less how this would change your environment? Hint. Consider what things in your bedroom, your game room, your kitchen and your garden might be different.
