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erhan et al. (1) report that the increasing incidence of type 1 diabetes in children has begun to
level off in Sweden, beginning with children
born around the year 2000. One possible explanation for these encouraging data is Sweden’s voluntary
phase out of brominated ﬂame retardants (BFRs), including
polybrominated diphenyl ethers (PBDEs), during the 1990s.
The concentrations of various BFRs peaked in Swedish
mothers’ breast milk around 1995–2001 and have since declined or leveled off (2). Could the concurrence of these
trends be more than a coincidence?
Serum concentrations of two out of six ﬂame retardants,
including PBDE-153, were associated with diabetes in a
large cross-sectional sample of U.S. residents (3). When
pregnant and lactating mice were exposed to PBDEs, the
chemicals were not only transferred to the offspring during
gestation and lactation but also affected the development of
the immune system of the offspring (4). Although there are
few studies on the ability of endocrine disrupting compounds such as PBDEs to inﬂuence the development of
type 1 diabetes, it is biologically plausible that they could
play a role in this autoimmune disease (5). PBDEs have
also been found to affect the insulin sensitivity of rat adipocytes, implying that they may play a role in the development of obesity as well (6).
The Swedish type 1 diabetes data indicate that birth
cohort is an important factor, implicating some environmental exposures that affect young children (1). In addition
to exposures during fetal and infant development, children
have higher levels of exposure to PBDEs than adults, even
when living in the same household (7).

Including measurements of PBDEs and other environmental chemicals into studies of type 1 diabetes would
help determine whether these chemicals contribute to type 1
diabetes. If Sweden’s phase out of PBDEs is indeed found to
contribute to the leveling off of type 1 diabetes incidence,
the implications would be profound.

