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Toxic chemicals in 
everyday products

Using an XRF analyzer, researchers at the
Ecology Center have analyzed the ingre-
dients of over 900 common products, in-
cluding pet supplies, cars, women’s
handbags, children’s car seats and more.
They have created a large database of in-
dependent tests of consumer goods for
toxic chemicals including lead, cadmium,
mercury, bromine, chlorine (PVC) and ar-
senic.     

HealthyStuff.org tested for chemicals
based on their toxicity, persistence and
tendency to build up in people and the en-
vironment. 

“The more we test, the more we find
that the presence of toxic chemicals is
widespread in everyday consumer prod-
ucts,” said Jeff Gearhart, Research Di-
rector at the Ecology Center, who created
the site. “It should not be the responsi-
bility of public health advocates to test
these products. Product manufacturers
and legislators must take the lead and re-
place dangerous substances with safe al-
ternatives.”

Following are the key findings from
this research:
�    Automobiles � HealthyStuff.org
tested nearly 700 new and used vehi-
cles, from 1980 to 2010 model years.
Levels of some chemicals found in ve-
hicles are 5-10 times higher than in
homes or offices. Since the average
American spends more than 1.5 hours
in their car every day, this can be a
major source of toxic chemical expo-
sure. The US-made Pontiac G5 and
Chevy Cobalt rated best overall 2009
vehicles.
�    Children�s Car Seats � Infant and
child car seats contain chemical addi-
tives that can have adverse health effects
on babies and young children. Over half
(58%) of car seats contain one or more
hazardous chemicals, including PVC,
BFRs and heavy metals. Three exam-
ples of car seats that had none of the
chemicals tested for are: Baby Trend
Flex-Loc; the Graco Nautilus 3-in-1 Car
Seat; and the Graco Turbo Booster.  
�    Back-to-School Products � over 60
common back-to-school supplies were
tested, including backpacks, pencil
cases, binders and lunchboxes. Far too
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erage. The results are not promising de-
spite the heroics and demonstrations.
So many teenagers casually throw their
coffee cups, pop cans and  chocolate
wrappers onto public sidewalks and, in
many instances, onto parkland.

Swimming in water can be elegant
and healthful. Regrettably and increas-
ingly, both the physical and aquatic en-
vironments give serious warnings
expressed through the toxic graffiti
from our wasteful lifestyles. Plastic
wrapping ends up even in large oceans
in volumes large enough to seriously
damage aquatic life - such a large price
to pay for that ten minute coffee break
using cups which may last as long as
the pyramids.

Ironically it would cost far less – in
monetary terms, not to mention the
enormous costs of  environmental re-
mediation and extended health care – to
control toxicity at the source as an inte-
gral part of manufacturing. Our globe’s
generous capacity to absorb and purify
wastes naturally has led to chronic
abuse. Even the vast waters of the Pa-
cific, Atlantic and Indian Oceans can
no longer digest the current rate of dis-
charges.

Regrettably, our industrial effluents
and domestic garbage increasingly have
no place to hide. And, for that matter,
neither have we swimmers.

Tom Davey is co-founder of
Environmental Science & 
Engineering Magazine 

E-mail:tom@esemag.com

learn from swimming. While humans
are some 80 percent water, we cannot
live long beneath its surface; nor can
we live long without water. In fact, we
can live much longer without food than
water. And water has great economic
value. Virtually all great cities, London,
Paris, Rome, New York, Sydney, Mon-
treal, Toronto and Vancouver, all grew
around fresh water bodies or oceans. 

In addition to the enormous com-
mercial value of water, its aesthetic val-
ues also translate into monetary values.
Houses with good views of water - be
they ocean, lake, river or stream - com-
mand vastly higher prices than land-
locked real estate. It is as though we are
still directly connected to the water
from which our life emerged billions of
years ago.

Now, quite literally, water bodies
around the globe are vomiting back the
toxic brews contained in our industrial
effluents, and regrettably, our domestic
garbage. Nor is the environmental dam-
age confined to mining and manufac-
turing. Our addiction to shopping and
rapid changes in tastes results in the
massive discarding of waste products.
Ironically I think the styrofoam, plastic
bubble wrap and diverse other parts of
industrial packaging, might equal the
dangers lurking in poorly maintained
drinking water and wastewater treat-
ment plants and industrial waste han-
dling and disposal.

This generation is the first to be
alerted to environmental toxicity
throughout their schooling, backed up
with massive and protracted media cov-

A
t a recent swim meet, I
watched admiringly as
swimmers dived into the
pool and their crawl stroke

transformed the placid blue water into
turbulent white foam as the leaders, like
migrating birds, formed a V shape as
they approached the end of the pool.
With a slight turn of the head swimmers
breathed in the aquatic troughs their
strokes made in the water as their arms
moved, elegantly and ergonomically, as
they pulled through the water. 

Reflecting on this race made me
think how much swimming is analo-
gous to poetry. While some powerful
swimmers use brute energy to bash -
and thrash - themselves through the
water, it is usually elegance which al-
lows swimmers to draw ahead in the
final metres of competitions. Elegance
is also aquatically ergonomic and the
value of style is even more marked in
longer distances such as the 200, 500
and 1,500 metre events  Even the breast
stroke, which, ostensibly, relies on jerky
arm movements and frog-like scissor
kicks, can still attain a fluidity of mo-
tion which seems to favour the more
stylish swimmers. 

Water is a yielding substance, which
has immutable rules defined by the
laws of physics. A clean dive from a ten
metre platform enables divers to knife
into the water with astonishingly little
splashing or pain to the diver. But to
dive badly from the same height feels
like being struck on the head as if with
a wooden spar. 

Environmentally, we have much to

Elegant swimming contrasts with toxicity of
consumerism Comment by Tom Davey
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