Fluorinated compounds in Nunavik: recent findings to be shared with Nunavimmiut

The Nutaratsaliit Qanuingisiarningit Nigituinnanut (NQN) — Pregnancy wellness with country foods project was
carried out in 2016-2017 in collaboration with 97 pregnant women in Nunavik, the Nunavik Nutrition and Health
Committee, and several regional organizations. We studied the multiple nutritional benefits of eating country
foods and the exposure to different contaminants with the overall goal to promote healthy pregnancies and
healthy child development in the communities of Nunavik and other circumpolar regions.

As part of the NQN project, we examined contaminants called fluorinated compounds or perfluoroalkyl acids
(known as PFAAs or PFASs). PFAAs are chemicals which help repel oil and water, and which used to be found in
many consumer goods such as Teflon pans, GoreTex jackets, market food packaging (i.e. microwave popcorn),
carpet and furniture treatments, weather-proofing paints, cleaning products, personal care products (toiletries
and cosmetics), etc. Most PFAAs are now regulated to limit their use. Older PFAAs are regulated at the
international level (PFOS and PFOA), whereas more recent PFAAs (long-chain PFAAs) are regulated in Canada and
the US, but not yet at the international level. However, similar compounds called fluorotelomers alcohols (FTOHs)
are still used in consumer goods and transported to the Arctic via atmospheric currents where they locally degrade
into PFAAs. PFOS and long-chain PFAAs strongly accumulate in wildlife. Indeed, these chemicals are currently
measured in high concentrations in several Arctic wildlife species despite the absence of major local emission
sources of PFAAs.

What did we do? In the NQN project, we studied the changes in the concentration of various PFAAs in
Nunavimmiut pregnant women over time (2004-2017) and compared the concentrations of PFAAs to the exposure
of women from the general Canadian population. We also investigated if the consumption of country foods during
pregnancy was associated with lower or higher exposure to PFAAs.
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Country foods play a key role in a healthy diet, and the nutritional and cultural benefits of
country foods are very important for healthy pregnancies and babies.

You can count on our team and Nunavik colleagues to strongly advocate against the use of PFAAs and FTOHs
at the national and international level to protect the exceptional quality of country foods in Nunavik.

This research was funded by the Northern Contaminants Program of Crown-Indigenous Relations and Northern
Affairs Canada (CIRNAC). The scientific paper presenting these findings has been recently published in
Environment International: https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0160412020321243
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