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"A Family Alert" aims to represent Rachel Carson's legacy in three ways: Part A, "Toxic Chemicals in Everyday Products..." provides information on 12 types of potentially hazardous substances that may be found in household items. We believe, as did she, in your "right to know" about the possible presence of such contaminants and the type of hazards associated with them. Part B "Options..." discusses how you can replace the sources of hazardous substances with safer alternatives (following Carson's "The Other Road" approach in Silent Spring's last chapter). "Exciting Adventures..." encourages you to help keep alive children's inborn "sense of wonder" by concentrating on ways to share the enjoyment of nature. Rachel Carson's 1965 publication, The Sense of Wonder, gives a delightful exploration of this topic.


Reports about imported toxic toys and the industrial contaminants found in body tissues (including a recent study of Maine residents), show that we can’t count on governments to keep us safe from a variety of avoidable hazards. In the recent past, lack of public awareness combined with lack of regulatory enforcement of existing laws, lack of effective regulations for contaminants, and industry negligence have contributed to poisoned people and pets. 

In cases where regulations are not in place or are not being enforced, it is the public’s right to know of, and thus to be warned of, potential dangers. Armed with such information, concerned citizens can contact those responsible and demand health and environmental protection for themselves and their families. Specifically, they can insist on enforcement of existing regulations, full disclosure of possible hazards, and where no regulations exist, efforts to put in place laws that will provide better protection in the future. 

For example: Fertilizer products marketed to homeowners need more regulatory oversight. Standards and enforcement regulations are lacking for toxic contaminants in such products, and these potentially hazardous substances, even if present, are not required to be reported on the labeling. Fertilizer products derived from manure produced by poultry raised on arsenic-containing feed may have measurable levels of this hazardous chemical (associated with cancer, skin problems, neurological disorders and other human health problems). More research is needed on the levels of arsenic found in such products and their long-term significance for human health and the environment. 

If you believe contaminants to be a problem, as a first step you could share your concerns for safety and, “A Family Alert”, with your legislators.
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PART A:
Toxic Chemicals in Everyday Products: 12 Chemicals to By-Pass
for a Healthy Family Home
1. Phthalates
Found In: Certain pesticides, nail polish, perfumes, and other scented beauty products, vinyl (plastic) products including soft plastic toys and baby bottles.
Toxic Effects: Certain phthalates can increase the risk of cancers and birth defects, including endocrine (hormone) disruption in laboratory animals.
Protective Action Taken: A bill in California that would phase out the use of phthalates in toys and child care products used by children under the age of three was signed by Gov. Schwarzenegger on 10/14/07. The European Union and 14 countries are phasing out certain phthalate chemicals. 
1. PBDEs / polybrominated diphenyl ethers
 

Found In: Carpets, furniture cushions, mattresses, and electronics, where they act as flame retardants.
Toxic Effects: PBDEs may disrupt brain development, damage the liver, and interfere with the thyroid gland. Recently, PBDEs have been associated with feline thyroid disease. There has been an epidemic of thyroid disease in cats that began in the 1980s and is believed to be from household dust and cat food containing common flame retardants. Cats with this disease exhibit weight loss, increased appetite, hair loss, and irritability. Cats and humans are the only mammals known to have high incidences of hyperthyroidism. Although no connection between human hyperthyroidism and PBDE exposure has been established, some ongoing studies do suggest such a connection. Americans have the highest levels of PBDE among humans. World-wide levels are increasing in wildlife and people. In 2004, Peregrine falcons in Sweden were found to have high concentrations of the longest of the PBDEs chains (deca-PBDE.) There has also been some evidence of neurobehavioral problems associated with PBDE exposure in lab animals. 
Protective Action Taken: The manufacturers of PBDEs have pledged to phase out penta and octa BDEs, the two shorter-chain chemicals. The states of Washington and Maine have proposed banning deca BDE, the longest chain commercial chemical. 
 

1. Bisphenol A
 

Found In: Linings of steel cans, reusable plastic bottles including baby bottles, industrial processes.

Toxic Effects: This estrogen-type compound can initiate estrogenic responses in the laboratory. It has been linked to adverse reproductive effects in males and to adverse developmental effects (such as Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD). These effects occur at very low environmental levels with an inverted U dose response in laboratory animals. Exposure in women may predispose them to breast cancer.

Protective Action Taken: It is banned in Japan. San Francisco has banned baby bottles with Bisphenol A.

 

1. Teflon/ PTFE and PFOA (a.k.a. PFCs / Polyfluorinated chemicals)
 

· Teflon/ PTFE
 

Found In: Non-stick cookware, self-cleaning ovens; coatings of food packaging, textiles and carpeting with stain and water-resistant properties.

Toxic Effects: Birds exposed to overheated polytetrafluoroethylene-coated (Teflon) cookware develop fatal pulmonary edema and hemorrhages. The size of particles associated with the fatal reaction is only 25 nanometers. Teflon heated to 260C (400F) or greater releases toxic particles.

Protective Action Taken: RCC has published a brochure, “Silent Killer of Birds in Our Care.”

 

· PFOA
 

Found In: Teflon manufacturing by-products (PFOA is an ingredient in, and by-product of Teflon.)

Toxic Effects: PFOA is considered likely to be a carcinogen, and has been linked to lower birth weights in some studies. There is also a possible association with liver and thyroid problems in animals.

Protective Action Taken: Some manufacturers have phased-out production of PFOA and PFOS (similar to PFOA.) 3M eliminated PFOS from their Scotchguard products in 2002, and DuPont has promised to eliminate use of PFOA by 2015.

 

1. Mercury
 

Found In: Glass thermometers, compact fluorescent light bulbs, burned coal emissions. Mercury is a naturally occurring element.

Toxic Effects: Methyl mercury is a potent nerve toxin. In humans it has been associated with confusion, sleep disturbances, inability to concentrate and damage to babies in mothers’ wombs. Cats fed mercury-contaminated tuna showed brain changes and kidney damage.

Protective Action Taken: Some states have begun to require that fluorescent light bulbs be disposed of as hazardous waste, and other states are considering it. The Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) has some protective regulations in place.

 

1. Arsenic
 

Found In: Herbicides and CCA pressure-treated wood, medicated chicken feed and fertilizer made from chicken manure. Arsenic is a naturally occurring element.

Toxic Effects: Chronic exposure to arsenic has been associated with cancer, as well as problems of the skin, nervous, and gastro-intestinal systems.

Protective Action Taken: The EPA has banned many uses of CCA pressure-treated wood. Also, RCC has published a brochure “Toxic Playgrounds.”

 

1. Lead
 

Found In: Older paints; some lipsticks; imported toys. Lead is a naturally occurring element.

Toxic Effects: Lead exposure can prevent red blood cells from functioning, causing anemia. Lead in the central nervous system has been found to lower the IQ, resulting in abnormal behavior, and possibly poor coordination. The effect can also be a decreased immune system response. Lead can adversely affect the gastro-intestinal system by causing persistent vomiting.

Protective Action Taken: Newer paints are required to have low levels of lead. If older homes are sold or rented, the new occupant must be notified of the possible presence of lead paint and asked to sign an acknowledgement of this information. Lead is not allowed in toys or in gasoline. Recently, toys imported from China were recalled due to illegal levels of lead in their paint.

 

1. Nanoparticles in Sunscreens
 

Found In: Some sunscreens to give them a colorless quality (note: manufacturers are not required to label for the presence of nanoparticles.)

Toxic Effects: Studies have shown sunscreens containing nanoparticles are associated with damage to DNA, disruption of cell function and can cause cell death under laboratory conditions. These effects have not been found for specific sunscreen products in people, however, there is growing evidence that nanoparticles can pass through the skin.

Protective Action Taken: Friends of the Earth, an environmental group, surveyed sunscreens for nanoparticles and published the August 2007 report “Nanotechnology & Sunscreens”. After surveying numerous companies, they found only nine reporting that their sunscreen products do not contain nanoparticles (the nine are Alba Botanica, Aubrey Organics, Avalon, Black Opal, Blistex, Bull Frog, M.D. Forte (Allergan), Schwarzkoph & Henkel, Tattoo Goo.) The other companies surveyed either reported that their sunscreen products did contain nanoparticles, or they did not address the issue.

1. VOCs / Volatile Organic Compounds
Found In: Paints, lacquers, stains, inks, and other surface coatings. 
Toxic Effects: Some VOCs have been associated with increasing inflammation and allergic reactions in the skin. Others can affect the skin’s permeability. If the VOC contains benzene, a known carcinogen, then it is associated with cancer. 

Protective Action Taken: Low VOC paints and other surface coatings are now commercially available. 

1. Formaldehyde
Found In: Particle board, plywood, some textiles. 

Toxic Effects: Inhalation of gaseous formaldehyde can produce eye, nose, and upper airway irritation. Direct contact with cloth treated with formaldehyde can result in allergic contact dermatitis. In humans and primates formaldehyde is metabolized into formic acid. This metabolite is associated with blindness and permanent neurological abnormalities. 

Protective Action Taken: Consumers are advised to avoid plywood and particle board, especially around newborns and chemically-sensitive people. 

1. Triclocarban (TCC) and Triclosan
Found In: Certain antibacterial soaps as antiseptic agents; also found in some treated sewage sludge.

Toxic Effects: TCC has caused methemoglobinemia (a red blood cell disorder) in some people. It has been linked to impaired reproduction in lab animals and some of its breakdown products are carcinogenic to them. Triclosan has caused multi-drug resistance in bacteria under laboratory conditions. Using contaminated sewage sludge in fertilizers can be hazardous over time (per Dr. R. Halden, Johns Hopkins University.) 

Protective Action Taken: In 2005, RCC alerted associates to problems with TCC.

1. Chemical Pesticides
Found In: Insecticides, herbicides, fungicides, etc. as active ingredients. These products must be registered with the EPA and bear an EPA Registration Number.

Toxic Effects: There is not one single test for adverse health effects from pesticides, since over 600 different chemicals are present as active ingredients in products registered with the EPA. However, many of these chemicals have been associated with immediate and/or long term adverse effects that may involve allergic reactions, asthma, birth defects, cancer, multiple chemical sensitivities, cognitive impairment, diabetes, Parkinson’s Disease, retinal degeneration, and thyroid problems. 

Protective Action Taken: Pesticide products cannot (legally) be called “safe” by their manufacturers, since they are registered under a risk benefit process (Dow Chemical was fined $2 million for calling a product containing the pesticide chlorpyrifos “safe”.) Some pesticides have been banned for health reasons. None are allowed to be used on organically-labeled produce. Non-chemical methods for horticulture, agriculture and home pest and disease management have been developed. RCC has been providing information about pesticide toxicity and non-chemical means of pest management to the public since its founding in 1965.

PART B:
Ways for Families to Live Healthy Lives and Experience the Natural World
1. Options for a Safer Home and Garden
· Selecting Reduced Risk Products and Furnishings
Throughout the home, especially in the nursery: Avoid anything that can emit harmful chemicals. Make certain the baby’s nursery is the least toxic room in the house. 
Wallpaper: Avoid the vinyl type that can trap moisture and help mold grow as well as emit VOCs.

Furniture: Use solid wood furniture instead of that containing particle board. If furniture is recycled, make sure it is pest-free before bringing it into the house. If repainting is necessary, use low VOC paint. 

Mattresses: Avoid the kind with vinyl covers.

Fabrics: Be sure they are natural, such as cotton. 

Floors: Avoid wall-to-wall carpeting, in favor of wood-finished floors. Make sure area rugs are made of natural materials.

In the garden: Use non-chemical means of pest and disease control, and if fertilizer is needed, use organic fertilizer. Choose native plants that are appropriate for your environment and will flourish without the use of chemicals. 

· Cleaning Alternatives
Walls: Instead of repainting a room, first try washing the walls with water and mild soap (such as Castile).

Furniture: Instead of replacing older furniture that may be solid wood with newer pieces made of particle board, try new slipcovers of environmentally-friendly fabric that can be machine washed.

 

Entrance Areas: Use doormats outside and inside and suggest that family members and guest remove their shoes in order to keep dirt and possible tracked in pesticides from other parts of the house. 

Kitchen & Bathroom: For routine cleaning use natural solutions with baking soda, vinegar, lemon juice, and scouring powders without chlorine. To avoid mold, run the exhaust fan during your shower and for 20-30 minutes afterward. Use ordinary soap and water for hand washing; it is as effective as antibacterial soaps.

Bedroom: Try to use 100% cotton sheets, and avoid wrinkle-free and polyester/cotton blends. Make sure this room is frequently vacuumed and kept clean. 

Drinking Water: If tap water is used, allow the faucet to run for a minute to get standing water out of the pipes (use this water to water plants or rinse dishes.) Store water in a sealed, glass container in the coldest part of the refrigerator. Consider having the water tested for heavy metals and chlorine, and if present, use a water filtration system. 

Laundry: Try drying on a clothes-line outside instead of the electric dryer. One advantage is no static cling on items dried outside. Sheets and towels smell fresh and can be bleached by the sun. Sun and wind also help prevent mold. 

1. Choices That Contribute to a Safer Earth
Avoid chemical pesticides in the house, in the garden, and on the lawn.

Use organic compost in place of chemical pesticides. It has been shown to reduce the need for pesticides.

Avoid soap containing triclocarban and triclosan.

Compost leaves instead of bagging them for collection.

Install rain barrels under your downspouts.

Reduce energy use through conservation. Purchase “Energy Star” products and use compact fluorescent bulbs. Install a solar or wind power generator if possible.

1. Exciting Adventures for the Family and Other Alternatives to Toxic Toys 
· Through the Seasons
Adults can help keep alive a child’s inborn sense of wonder while also renewing their own delight in the mysteries of earth, sky, and sea by spending time together outdoors. The experience should be fun and exciting. (See Rachel Carson’s The Sense of Wonder for a charming discussion of this topic.)
Early Spring: Listen for the songs of frogs and learn to identify these early sounds of the season. Find vernal pools where rafts of eggs develop into tadpoles and later frogs. 

Late Spring: Go for a walk in the early morning and listen for bird calls. Find out when flocks of migrating birds pass through your area and observe them (see RCC publication, “Birdwatching”, attached). 

Summer: Plant a pollinator/butterfly/beneficial insect garden and observe the interesting visitors (see RCC publication “If You Plant It They Will Come”, attached).

Fall: On a clear October night with no wind, listen for migrating birds and watch them through binoculars as they cross in front of the moon.

 

Winter: Set up a bird feeder where a child can easily observe the comings and goings of song birds that remain in North America during colder months. Go for a walk after a snowfall and look for fresh animals tracks and enjoy the magical white world.
· Reading Fun
As an adult you can encourage a child to read exciting books about earth heroes and environmental subjects by giving them as gifts and also by reading them aloud to the child. A small sampling of books with age-appropriate designation is suggested:
· For ages 3-6: Welcome, Brown Bird by M.L. Ray

· For ages 6-8: Rachel by Amy Ehrlich

· For ages 8 through 11: Flute’s Journey: The Life of a Wood Thrush by Lynne Cherry. 

· For teenagers and young adults: My Side of the Mountain by Jean Craighead George, Rachel Carson: Voice for the Earth by Ginger Wadsworth, Visions of a Wild America: Pioneers of Preservation by Kim Heacox, Stickeen by John Muir with afterward by Malcolm Margolin, Cradle to Cradle by William McDonnough, The Work of Nature by Yvonne Baskin, A Canary’s Tale by Jacob Berskon, and Black and Brown Faces in America’s Wild Places by Dudley Edmondson. 

Please contact RCC with any questions and/or for additional recommendations. 

· Learning Through Doing
Share an organic gardening project with a child: Become familiar with ways of enriching garden soil and treating pest problems without the use of chemicals. Plant different types of food: 
· Vegetables and greens for people – such as tomatoes, squash, beans, dandelion greens or kale
· Sources of pollen and nectars for bees and other pollinators – such as dandelion flowers, anise hyssop, mint, gaillardia, aster, goldenrod, clover
· Nectar and habitat for butterflies – such as Echinacea, butterfly bush, milkweed, aster, goldenrod
· Seeds and berries for birds – such as winter berry, beauty berry, dogwood, sunflowers and coneflowers
Establish a worm garden: Feed them the leaves they like to eat in a moist location where they will be comfortable and safe. In return they will create nutrient-rich compost that you can add to the soil in your organic garden. 
Conduct a tree census: Identify and count the trees in your neighborhood and learn of the benefits each tree provides – such as shade on hot days, food for birds, habitat for small animals, etc.
Visit places with special wild populations: Discover the animals, birds, insects, plants, and aquatic organisms in natural places such as wetlands, beaches, streams, forests, prairies and mountains. 
The information above will help you get started on your path to create a healthy home. For more-detailed information and suggestions about environmentally-friendly practices, please see the RCC publication “Green Mantle™ Initiative 2007,” or contact RCC with your questions: (301) 593-7507, or RCCouncil@aol.com
