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22nd November 2021 
 
Dear Minister,  

 
On behalf of Breast Cancer UK, I am writing to congratulate you on your appointment as Parliamentary 
Under Secretary of State for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs, and to introduce you to our work, 
which is of significant relevance to your new role. We were pleased to hear about your new 
responsibilities for chemicals and waste management, given your previous role as Public Health 
Minister and your personal experiences as a passionate cancer campaigner and breast cancer sufferer.  
 
At Breast Cancer UK, we are dedicated to the prevention of breast cancer by tackling the 
environmental and lifestyle causes of the disease, including exposure to carcinogenic and endocrine 
(hormone) disrupting chemicals (EDCs) found in everyday products and the environment. We fund 
animal free research into the causes of breast cancer, we educate the public on breast cancer risk 
factors, and we campaign to strengthen public protections from harmful chemicals.  
 
As I’m sure you’re aware, breast cancer is the most common cancer in the UK – over 55,000 women 
and 370 men are diagnosed every year and countless more are affected by the diseasei. Despite 
huge progress in diagnosis and treatment, public health policy towards preventing breast cancer has 
not advanced at the same pace but rather has stalled. Covid has also had a devastating impact on 
people affected by breast cancer. Around 12,000 people are estimated to have missed a diagnosisii 
with 40,000 fewer patients starting treatment in 2020iii. 
 
1 in 7 women will develop breast cancer in their lifetime, yet there’s strong evidence over 25% of 
breast cancers are preventableiv. That represents a staggering 13,000 cases that could be prevented 
through effective public health policy. We believe it’s time to recognise that cancer prevention must 
address all cancer risk factors, including those linked to environmental exposures.  We have long 
been concerned that exposure to harmful chemicals, in particular endocrine disrupting chemicals 
(EDCs), is increasing our vulnerability to breast cancer and other illnesses. This concern is shared by 
many public health organisations, scientific bodies and policymakers as follows: 
 

• The World Health Organisation estimates the disease burden from chemical pollution at 2 
million deaths (up from 1.6 million in 2016) and 53 million disability adjusted life-years in 2019v.  

• The Lancet Commission concluded “the effects of chemicals on human health are poorly 
defined…and have the potential to cause global epidemics of disease, disability and death”vi. 

• Throughout our daily lives we are exposed to a cocktail of chemicals including bisphenols in 
plasticsvii, phthalates in personal care productsviii, flame retardants in furnitureix, per and 
polyfluoroalkyl substances in food packagingx and toxic pesticidesxi.  

• The risk from harmful chemicals is often exacerbated when exposure occurs to vulnerable 
groups including infants, children, pregnant women, and the developing foetusxii.  
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• Such chemicals, even at low concentrations can trigger chemical reactions in the body that 
increase the chances of suffering from chronic and lethal diseases. Examples include hormone-
dependent cancers, such as breast and prostate cancers, obesity, diabetes, cardiovascular 
disease, reproductive problems, and developmental effectsxiii. 

 
Despite scientific evidence, neither the responsibilities assigned to public health bodies nor cancer 
strategiesxiv acknowledge the need to address harmful chemicals that impact our health. It’s vital 
public health and the environment are treated as interlinked rather than separate matters. This has 
been recognised by the former Chief Medical Officerxv and the Environmental Audit Committeexvi. As 
Minister responsible for Chemicals, we believe you are in a unique position to help address this 
unacceptable gap in public health policy, one which weakens our battle to prevent disease. 
 
We believe the forthcoming UK Chemicals Strategy represents a welcome opportunity to minimise 
the adverse impacts of exposure to harmful chemicals by developing a regulatory framework that 
delivers the highest levels of public protection in line with the UN Sustainable Development Goalsxvii. 
Public health and precaution must represent the cornerstones of the strategy.  
 
Earlier this year, we joined 27 public health and environmental NGOs calling on DEFRA to ensure the 
chemicals strategy delivered strong and effective protections from harmful chemicalsxviii. To protect 
future generations from developing breast cancers we need to identify and prevent the environmental 
and chemical causes of the disease. Alongside this letter, we have attached our key asks for the 
Chemicals Strategy. Specifically, we are calling on the strategy to:  
 

1. Deliver an action plan to identify and manage the effects of endocrine disrupting chemicals 
(EDCs) on public health and the environment. 

2. Improve the regulation of chemicals based on the precautionary principle  
3. Mirror and Keep Pace with EU REACH as the ‘Gold Standard’ of Chemicals Regulation  
4. Adopt a grouping approach to speed up the regulation of harmful chemicals 

5. Support a cross governmental approach with public health bodies given explicit 
responsibilities to monitor, research and regulate the health effects of harmful chemicals.  

 
Action now will contribute towards reducing the estimated 40% of preventable cancersxix, meeting 
the WHO target to lower mortality from non-communicable diseases by 25% by 2025xx and 
delivering on the government’s objective of achieving an extra five years of healthy life by 2035.  
 
We welcome the strategy’s commitments to “take account of the human health impact of 
chemicals” and “address concerns related to EDCs”xxi. We, at Breast Cancer UK, stand ready to 
support DEFRA in any way possible to deliver on these commitments. Keeping harmful chemicals out 
of our daily lives and supporting a non-toxic environment must be a post-Brexit priority.  
 
I would welcome the opportunity to meet with you to discuss our views and proposals further. I very 
much look forward to working with you.  
 
Yours sincerely,  

 
 
 
 

Thalie Martini,  
 
Chief Executive  

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/chief-medical-officer-annual-report-2017-health-impacts-of-all-pollution-what-do-we-know
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201719/cmselect/cmenvaud/1805/180502.htm
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