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Frequently Asked Questions About PBBs 

What are PBBs? 

• Polybrominated biphenyls (PBBs) are a group of human-made chemicals. They were 
used as fire retardants. They were added to some household products, such as 
computer monitors, televisions, textiles and plastic foams, to make them less likely to 
catch on fire. 

• These chemicals take a long time to break down in the environment and to exit the 
human body. This means you may still be exposed to PBBs, or they might still be in 
your body from past exposures. 

• PBBs were accidentally mixed into animal feed in Michigan in 1973. This exposed 
Michiganders to PBBs through contaminated meat and dairy products in 1973-74. 

• In the United States, the production of PBBs was stopped in 1976. 

How are people exposed to PBBs? 

• Before 1976, people were exposed to PBBs because they were found in many 
household objects. 

• There was an increased risk of exposure if a person: 
o Lived or worked on a farm in Michigan in 1973-74. 
o Ate PBB-contaminated beef, pork, lamb, chicken, dairy products, or eggs 

during 1973-74 from Michigan farms. 
o Worked for or lived near the Michigan Chemical Company (also known as 

Velsicol Chemical Company) at their factory in St. Louis, Michigan, or were the 
spouse or child of a factory worker. 

• Since PBBs are no longer produced or used, the risk of current exposure is low. 
Michigan residents in the lower peninsula, especially those who live near areas 
contaminated during the 1973-74 incident, may still have very low exposures from 
breathing dust or eating dirt contaminated with PBBs. 

How can PBBs harm people’s health? 

• People exposed to PBBs in the past may still have measurable levels in their blood. 
Research is ongoing to understand how PBBs might affect health. Studies of health 
effects in people who ate contaminated food or were exposed to PBBs at work show 
that exposure to high amounts of PBBs may cause a rash like acne (chloracne). More 
recent studies have suggested that PBBs may interact with the system that regulates 
hormones in the body. 

• Some animal studies have found health effects associated with PBBs including: 
o Weight loss. 
o Skin disorders. 
o Harm to the nervous and immune systems. 
o Harm to the liver, kidneys and thyroid gland. 
o Liver cancer. 
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How can people reduce their exposure to PBBs? 

• PBBs will slowly leave the body. The amount of PBBs in the environment has 
decreased since the 1970s and only very low levels persist. For most people, reducing 
exposure is not necessary. 

• Those who live on or near soil contaminated with PBBs should wash their hands after 
working outside. 

Questions? 

Call 1-800-648-6942 or visit Michigan.gov/DEHBio and click on “MiChEM” to view additional resources. 

The Michigan Department of Health and Human Services (MDHHS) does not discriminate against any individual or group on the basis of 
race, national origin, color, sex, disability, religion, age, height, weight, familial status, partisan considerations, or genetic information. Sex-
based discrimination includes, but is not limited to, discrimination based on sexual orientation, gender identity, gender expression, sex 
characteristics, and pregnancy. 
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