EVERYTHING IN YOUR HOUSE IS POISONING YOU
And no one can agree on what to do about it
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n the aisles of your local Wal-Mart you reach for a package of sliced mozzarella but pause before you place it in your
basket. Almost automatically you, like millions of other American consumers, do a quick scan of the Nutrition Facts
information printed on the back of every item of packaged food, as mandated by the Food and Drug Authority since
1990. This particular kind of sliced cheese is too high in sodium and you choose a cheese that is both lower in sodium
and fat and move on to pick up some household items. Without much reflection beyond a price comparison you will
drop your favourite brand of body wash into your basket, some household cleaners, maybe some kitchen utensils and
the myriad of other products we all have in our households. Those products, however, all contain toxic chemicals that are far
worse for you than the levels of sodium in that mozzarella.
Endocrine disruptors, carcinogens, neurotoxins, and chemicals that can affect children’s development and behaviour are all
lurking in common products we find and use in our household’s everyday. Most American consumers do not know about
these health dangers because that information is not labelled on these products like nutritional information is. In fact, sometimes the only people that know about the true health and environmental effects of the chemicals that make up these common
household products are the people who make them – and they are not always obligated to share that information.
In the United States the rules governing the use of chemicals for most purposes, including manufacturing consumer products,
fall under the Toxic Substances Control Act of 1976, and is administered by the Environmental Protection Agency. The TSCA
(pronounced Tosca, like the opera) takes an approach
that requires chemicals be proven harmful before they
are taken off the market.
This is in contrast to Europe, for example, which
requires a chemical be proven safe before it enters the
market. Environmental, consumer protection and
health advocates are critical of the EPA’s approach for
being too protective of industry at the cost of human
and environmental health. The situation, however, is
not so straightforward and is rather an intricate struggle
between industry and consumer and environmental
health advocates that often pits their interests against
each other.
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Everyone knows Teflon, the trademarked non-stick
coating produced by DuPont Chemicals. This Godsend
to chefs everywhere is part of the family of perfluorinated chemicals, or PFCs. PFCs are very durable chemicals and due to their hydrophobic (i.e. water resistant) properties, they
have been used in a wide range of applications.
Perfluooctanoic Acid (PFOA) is another PFC that is used in the production of Teflon. It is a persistent chemical, meaning it
does not biodegrade easily. It is also bioaccumulative, meaning that it can work its way up the food chain – if we eat food
already contaminated with PFOAs, we too will absorb them in our system. PFOAs have been found in fish and in polar bears,
at the higher end of the food chain. Studies have also linked PFOAs to an increased risk for cancer, thyroid disease, and
complications during pregnancy.

To slowly phase out the release of PFOAs into the environment, in 2006 the EPA initiated a voluntary product stewardship
program along with 8 manufacturers, among them DuPont. The program pledged to reduce emissions of PFOAs by 2010,
including any precursor chemicals that could break down into PFOA, with the ultimate goal of a total elimination of these
chemicals from products and production by 2015.
Despite the EPA’s efforts to control the production and emissions of PFOAs a 2012 study by 2 scientists from the Agency
found 12 different kinds of PFCs in the Cape Fear River around DuPont’s Fayetville Teflon production plant in North Carolina. In different studies, elevated levels of PFCs have also been found in the water supply of Hoosick Falls in upstate New
York, and Flint Michigan, both located near plants that manufacture the chemical.
The 2 scientists, Mark Strynar and Andrew Lindstrom, explained in an interview with The Intercept that what they discovered
were “a new generation of replacement compounds” that had already been released to the environment. What they meant was,
as chemical manufacturers saw the hammer coming down on PFOAs they needed to develop an alternative compound.
Chemical manufacturers will often develop alternative compounds to pre-existing chemicals they are using. This could be for
regulatory reasons or even just to improve on the chemical’s function and properties. A change in the compound can be as
simple as removing one molecule or as complicated as adding a whole new chain to the compound. However major or minor the
change, it can sometimes mean a huge difference in the chemical’s health and environmental impacts.
Companies are required to file a written notice with the EPA if they want to start manufacturing and selling new chemicals.
However, they are not required to perform any healthy or safety tests, and much of the information on manufacturing and
composition can be claimed as ‘Confidential Business Information’ (CBI) and thus remain undisclosed.
While guarding trade secrets is natural in industry, many of these same companies have to comply with European Union regulations in order to export to that market. Those regulations require the disclosure of a lot of the same information that the EPA
protects as ‘Confidential Business Information’, or what is commonly referred to as trade secrets.
Environmental advocates think this renders CBI a moot point. Marianne Lado, a Senior Staff Attorney with the non-profit
environmental law firm EarthJustice, says that the reason CBI exists is because chemical regulation in the US is driven by the
“theory of the market”.
“Industry has convinced people that unless something has been proven a risk that you shouldn’t regulate it, that that’s a stranglehold on business somehow.”
“Even worse than that,” she emphasises “is there are limitations to the EPA’s ability to even get data to find out if there is an
unreasonable risk (with a chemical) because it needs some reason to believe or some suspicion or some evidence that there may
be an unreasonable risk before it can get data in some circumstances.”
Cecil Corbin-Mark, the Deputy Director of the West Harlem Environmental Action Inc. (WEACT) is more harshly critical,
likening this lack of disclosure in US Chemical regulation to a “Wild Wild West environment…(that) essentially creates Guinea
pigs out of millions of people, and calls that a marketplace instead of a laboratory.”
“The way in which products get to market,” Corbin-Mark explains “is there is some research and development, but at the same
time we know there are no really rigorous protections of human health and the public. The real test comes when those products
are used in the marketplace and if there are reactions.”
Dan Newton of SOCMA – the Society of Chemical Manufacturers and Affiliates, the industry association representing chemical
manufacturers – counters that “the US is (its own) jurisdiction, companies are allowed to claim CBI here”, even if they disclosed
that same information elsewhere. However, he doesn’t necessarily disagree that claiming trade secrets is a moot point if those
secrets are being disclosed for regulatory compliance in other parts of the world.
That said if trade secrets are not adequately protected it hampers investment into Research and Development (R&D). “If you
invest your money…into R&D, a lot of that effort can be squandered if CBI is not adequately protected”, says Newton.

Less time and money spent on research and development also means less innovation in the field. The same research and development that brings us PFOAs and its iterates also brings us chemicals that can make our lives easier, our environment cleaner, and
can even save lives.
Lurking in a wide range of products we find in our houses, from plastics to personal care products to household cleaners and
even certain sex toys, is a group of chemical known as phthalates.
Phthalates also belong to a group of chemicals known as Endocrine Disruptors (EDCs). EDCs do as they say; that is, they disrupt
the body’s endocrine, or hormonal, system. Anything in your body run by hormones, which is pretty much all of it, is prone to
disruption. This could mean a range of problems from brain development issues to reproductive problems to obesity to certain
types of cancer.
Children’s toys are also often made from PVC plastic, and phthalates are used in PVC to make the material flexible. Due to the
way children interact with their toys and their environment in general, putting everything in their mouths for example, they can
have a heightened exposure to these chemicals.
Kathy Attar from the advocacy group Physicians for Social Responsibility (PSR) explains, “Children…can take in a lot more
hazards as opposed to adults. They’re also less able to detoxify (and) eliminate those chemicals from their body...because their
(systems) are still developing. Also, because they’re young they have more of a chance to develop chronic conditions related to
exposure.”
In 2008 the US Congress imposed a permanent ban on three types of phthalates from being used in children’s toys. Nonetheless,
children and adults can still be exposed to phthalates by breathing household dust or using the many personal care products that
contain the chemicals.
And while it all sounds very scary the scientific consensus on the link between exposure to phthalates and the actual health
outcomes is still widely debated. Despite the ban in children’s toys, the scientific community is not in agreement on how to classify
EDCs in their various other applications.
For example, in a July 2013 editorial published in the science journal Food and Chemical Toxicology, a group of Editors from 14
scientific journals on toxicology were joined by 70 scientists from Europe and the United States in questioning the European
Commission’s “scientifically unfounded” recommendations for more strictly regulating EDCs. They claimed that the Commission’s approach to regulating EDCs lacked “scientific robustness” and could have “profound ramifications for everyone’s livelihood.”
These “profound ramifications” the scientists were referring to could mean job cuts in the industry or curtailing investment into
R+D, which can have several knock-on effects.
So, on one side you have a ban on using a chemical for a specific application – regulatory bans are extremely difficult to achieve,
which further emphasises the danger of this substance. On the other side you have scientists who cannot agree on a solid scientific
basis on how to regulate EDCs. Stuck in the middle are consumers who are no better informed than before.
Ultimately, all chemicals carry risks, be they in the form of additives in plastics, as by-products in industrial processes, or as
pharmaceutical products. Poor communication and education on risks versus benefits means the general public cannot always fully
understand the payoff between the two. For example, the vaccine that helped to wipe out polio and measles – two extremely deadly
childhood diseases – also carried with it some risks, as all vaccines and drugs do. Nonetheless, poor communication on risk
management has led to the rise of the ‘Anti-Vaxxer’ movement, which was based on a disproven connection between vaccines and
autism and has consequently led to the re-emergence of measles in some communities in the United States.
Britanny Mountjoy of SOCMA thinks that industry needs to step up its responsibility in this regard:
“It’s the role of industry to predict which chemicals and which products are going to be controversial which is often a difficult task,
but a lot of the times when the issue got out of hand it’s because we were late in the game and (it’s something) we didn’t
except…something that we as an industry know is completely safe and a consumer thinks its unsafe.”
Her colleague Newton believes that everyone needs to play a role in communicating and educating on risk v. benefits, not just

manufacturers but also the EPA as well as the education system. “These things are not always foreseeable, obviously. It goes back
to educating the public...everything is made up of chemicals, chemicals are the building blocks of life.”
So, how does one go about regulating the building blocks of life?
Industry argues that high amounts of regulation can act as a barrier to entry and innovation, especially for smaller companies. They
also argue that high regulation can have a negative impact on jobs. “There is a strong correlation between the two”, says Newton
“it only makes sense.” But, for the studies demonstrating the negative impacts of regulation on jobs and competitiveness, there are
conflicting studies that say otherwise.
Steve Cohen, the Executive Director of Columbia University’s Earth Institute doesn’t deny the relationship between increased
regulation and potential job loss.

“When you add it up on a society-wide basis, for protecting the environment and keeping people from being poisoned the
benefits outweigh the cost. But to that one business at that one time at that one place, yes they will take a hit.”
The challenge is addressing the business needs of chemical manufacturers with the health and safety needs of the public and
the environment in general.
To address this challenge Corbin-Mark believes that we need a different approach to developing regulation.
“As an environmental advocate, I’m not here to say that there shouldn’t be a profit made by these corporations for the products that they put into the market.” Corbin-Mark explains, “but there has to be an ethical approach, a human approach.
Capitalism with a human face, that ultimately takes into consideration that we are at our best in this capitalist market when
we recognise that our bottom lines do not have to come at the expense of human health.”
Putting a human face on it all sounds easy enough, but somehow in the US we have yet to achieve it.

