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WHAT ARE POLYCHLORINATED BIPHENYLS 
(PCBS)? 
 PCBs, compounds once used as 

insulators in the electrical industry, are 
now banned in the United States, 
Northern Europe and other countries.  
These compounds are found throughout 
the environment and in human bodies 
worldwide.1,2

 PCBs are considered persistent organic 
pollutants (POPs) because they do not 
easily break down and they stay in the 
environment for many years. POPs are 
toxic at extremely low levels. 

 

 PCBs were left behind as waste by the 
military at formerly used defense sites 
(FUDS) throughout Alaska. PCBs 
produced throughout the world can 
travel on wind and ocean currents and 
build up in wildlife and people of the 
North/Arctic, a process called global 
transport.3

 
 

HOW ARE WE EXPOSED? 
PCBs build up in fatty tissue in the body.  
People are exposed to PCBs through 
foods such as fish, dairy products, marine 
mammals, and through breast milk.1,2,4

 
 

SYMPTOMS & HEALTH OUTCOMES 
 Prenatal exposure to PCBs is linked to 

lower developmental test scores, short-

term memory defects, and lower IQ 
levels in children.1,2,5

 Health effects that may result from high 
exposures to PCBs include: chloracne, 
keratoses and pigmentation of the skin; 
mixed peripheral neuropathy; and 
gastritis.1,
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 Long-term and chronic PCBs exposures 
are also associated with adverse health 
effects, including: cancer, immune 
suppression, neurobehavioral problems, 
endocrine disruption of sex steroid and 
thyroid function, cardiovascular disease, 
and diabetes.3,
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FOLLOW UP ACTION  
 If you think your patient may have been 

exposed to PCBs, refer patient to a 
physician and contact ACAT at (907) 
222-7714 or info@akaction.org. 
 Recommend breastfeeding to 

postpartum patients.1 In communities at 
risk of chemical exposures, it is even 
more important that mothers breastfeed 
their babies because breast milk 
reduces the effects of the chemicals on 
infants and makes them 
healthier.10,11,12,13

 Support eating traditional subsistence 
foods, unless you have information that 
indicates PCBs or other contamination. 

 



 

REDUCING YOUR EXPOSURE 
 
You can prevent or minimize exposure to PCBs in the following ways: 
 Consider removing fat that you see on meat and fish whenever possible. 
 Consider eating leaner meats whenever possible. 
 Consider eating less dairy products; or, if available, choose low fat or nonfat dairy 

products.2  
 Although it is uncertain how far contaminants may spread around formerly used 

defense sites, it is advisable to have water and traditional food sources close to, 
downstream or downwind of these sites tested for the possibility of harmful 
exposures. If you have concerns about the safety of your water or traditional 
foods, contact ACAT or visit our website at www.akaction.org. 
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