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HEALTH MIND BODY

Dear Doctors: I’ve been hear-
ing a lot about PFAS and how 
they have an adverse effect on 
our health. I read that some 
food wrappers, like bags for mi-
crowave popcorn, use PFAS to 
keep food from sticking. My 
kids eat microwaved popcorn 
almost every night. Should I be 
worried?

Dear Reader: The term PFAS 

refers to a large group of man-
made chemicals known as per-
fluoroalkyls and polyfluoroalkyl 
substances. Previously known as 
PFCs, or perfluorochemicals, 
they were developed in the 
1950s. 

This family of chemicals is re-
sistant to oil, grease, heat and 
water, which has led to their use 
in an extensive array of commer-
cial and consumer applications. 
PFAS are found in cleaning prod-
ucts; nonstick cookware; 
stain-resistant coatings for car-
pets, upholstery, textiles, paints 
and varnishes; and also makeup 
and personal care products, to 
name just a few.

They are also widely used in 
paper products meant to hold 
foods that are hot, gooey or 
greasy. That includes the wrap-
pers that hold fast food, and, as 
you noted in your letter, micro-

wave popcorn bags. 
PFAS have a carbon-fluorine 

bond, which is one of the stron-
gest single bonds in nature. As a 
result, these types of chemicals 
break down very slowly. This has 
led to their being referred to as 
“the forever chemical.” PFAS also 
dissolve in water, which allows 
them to accumulate and persist, 
both in the environment and in 
our tissues. All of these factors, 
along with their widespread use, 
means PFAS are present not only 
in the environment, but also in 
the blood and tissues of humans 
and animals throughout the 
world. 

Studies have linked PFAS to 
adverse health effects, including 
high blood pressure, decreased 
fertility in women, liver damage, 
cancer, low birthweight and an 
increased risk of asthma and thy-
roid disease. The use of some of 

the more common PFAS was 
gradually phased out in the 
United States between 2000 and 
2015. However, other variations 
of the chemicals have taken their 
place. The newer PFAS tend to 
have shorter chains of the car-
bon-fluorine bond, and are thus 
more rapidly eliminated from the 
body. But the FDA says they con-
tinue to present a concern for 
human health. 

Research suggests that people 
who regularly consume micro-
wave popcorn have markedly 
higher levels of PFAS in their 
bodies. A study published in 
2019 analyzed a decade of data 
about the eating habits of 10,000 
people, which was collected by 
the Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention between 2003 
and 2014. Blood samples from 
the study participants were also 
collected. The researchers found 

that people who ate microwave 
popcorn every day over the 
course of a year had levels of 
PFAS that were up to 63% higher 
than average. 

Considering the questions 
that continue to surround the 
safety of consuming PFAS, we 
think it would be reasonable to 
curtail the daily use of micro-
wave popcorn. Instead, you 
could save it for an occasional 
treat. If your kids are flexible, 
you might switch to a different 
type of evening snack. Or if it has 
to be popcorn, you could turn 
the process of making stovetop 
popcorn into a family project.
•••
Eve Glazier, M.D., MBA, is an in-
ternist and associate professor of 
medicine at UCLA Health. Eliza-
beth Ko, M.D., is an internist and 
assistant professor of medicine at 
UCLA Health.

Eating microwave popcorn increases the level of PFAs in body

ASK THE DOCTORS
ELIZABETH KO, M.D. 
EVE GLAZIER, M.D.,

After retiring from the Wilcox 
Emergency Department af-
ter 50 years, Dr. Monty 

Downs wasn’t satisfied simply 
closing one door, he was looking 
to open to another.

When the opportunity to con-
tinue to help patients in the com-
munity came available, he gladly 
took it.

Downs has now taken on the 
role as Medical Director at Kaua‘i 
Hospice in Lihu‘e, providing much-
needed end-of-life care for some of 
the island’s neediest residents.

“We go to people’s homes. I’m 
loving it. I feel like the luckiest 
man on earth to have found a job 
where I can go into people’s 
homes and see who they are, see 
their running pictures, their mili-
tary pictures, see their pets, their 
caregivers, their children,” said 
Downs.

Established in 1983, Kaua‘i Hos-
pice provides services to patients 
who are in need of both end-of-life 
care and palliative care. The staff 
has access to medications and 
equipment that help people live 
with a life-threatening, incurable 
illness; this is important in being 
able to provide the best and most 
meaningful care possible for pa-
tients. For those who need end-of-
life care, it is provided at home to 
give patients more comfort. For a 
person to qualify for Medicare 
Hospice Benefits, a patient needs 
to have the medical director state 
that they have a life expectancy of 
six months or less.

“Our goals are comfort care. For 
us that work in hospice, it isn’t 
about dying, it’s about living, and 
about living your remaining days 
as happily and comfortably as 
possible,” Downs said. “Many 
times we see that for people 
during this imperative time, that it 
can be a wonderful time of life 
where you make connections with 
your children or your spouse, and 
your priorities change.”

Downs envisions solutions for 
those who do not have a place to 
live and struggle with serious 
medical illnesses.

“An amazing goal would be 
what is called a hospice home, 
which we don’t have on Kaua‘i. 
For a person to be able to be en-
rolled in Kaua‘i Hospice you have 
to have a caregiver around the 
clock at home. The reason being is 
that people are taking pretty sig-
nificant medications so we have to 
have a reliable caregiver to admin-
ister the medications,” said 

Downs. “So, if you aren’t living at 
home, or are living at the beach 
and have a serious illness, we can-
not accept you.”

He adds that hospice homes are 
available in many other places, 
and for that reason, it is a possibil-

ity in the future.
“There are hospices all over the 

world and the country and on 
other islands where there is actu-
ally a house with three or four 
bedrooms in it and people can live 
there in the facility and receive 
care.”

With help from a donor, though, 
providing a space for those with-
out homes to receive care could 
be achieved. It takes much more 
than caring medical staff to keep a 
hospice home running, however. 

“It would take some benevolent 
donor to inject millions of dollars 
to buy a property and house to 
have staff, security, cook and pro-
vide food, housekeeping, and land-
scaping.”

Downs explained that other 
medical needs can be addressed 
through the facility.

“We provide more than comfort 
care. If you are diabetic and have 
high blood pressure we can con-
tinue your diabetes pills and your 
thyroid pills,” Downs said.

He said people can receive care 
with the facility through other 
means than coverage by Medi-
care, such as military veterans 
who can use their benefits to re-
ceive care.

Downs continues on the topic of 
benefits and hospice misconcep-
tions.

“You can revoke from hospice at 
any time that you wish if it’s not 
working for you. You’re not signed 
up forever. Also, you don’t have to 
have money to receive hospice 
care, we take pro bono patients if 
they don’t have medicare. You 
don’t have to have money or in-
surance to receive hospice care.”

He not only provided caring 
treatment at Wilcox emergency 
room, but also used his musical 
skills to comfort his patients.

When he had downtime, Downs 
would play guitar and harmonica 
in the emergency room and the 
COVID-19 vaccine clinic.

The doctor still plays music for 
his patients.

“I take my guitar to people’s 
homes when I can, if it’s appropri-
ate. It’s very therapeutic for peo-
ple and for me, I get to put my 
skills out there. There’s some pa-
tients that really really like it,” he 
said.

Downs and his wife donated to 
Wilcox, helping to pay for renova-
tions of the exam rooms in the 
new emergency department. In ad-
dition to his role as a physician he 
also is an officer of the Kaua‘i Life-
guard Association as well as a 
team physician for Kapa‘a High 
School’s football team.

TACKLING NEW CHALLENGES
Monique Kemper
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Dr. Monty Downs takes on 
new a career as hospice 
medical director

TOP: Dr. Monty Downs, now 
the Medical Director at Kauai 
Hospice after retiring from Wil-
cox Emergency Department, 
poses in front of the Kauai Hos-
pice sign.
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BOTTOM: Dr. Monty Downs, 
who enjoys playing music for 
his patients, is pictured with 
his guitar at home.
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