Chemicals in food and the home  DRAFT

An overview by David Oakley-Hill with preliminary recommendations   March 2005

Because of time constraints, this is a first and selective attempt to gather and summarise problems with a view to action

Introduction: what’s the problem?
In an ideal world, with effective laws, everything shops are allowed to sell us should be safe.  Instead, we are exposed to hundreds, maybe thousands, of industrial chemicals every day.  These are in washing and cleaning products, paints, cosmetics, food packaging, TVs and computers, toys, clothes, furniture and flooring.  Little is known about the long-term effects of these pollutants and how they react together. Those that have been studied reveal links to an array of diseases, parallel with the increase in synthetic chemicals produced.

Even the food we eat contains toxic pesticides, preservatives, colourings, flavourings and hydrogenated fats (which we can’t exercise away): these and many other foods, for the first time in history, are of no nutritional value, and are likely to be harming us.  Obesity is now described as an epidemic: many new health problems among today’s children suggest they are unlikely to enjoy the long lives of people in their 80s today.  Few vegetarians are obese. Dr Alistair Hay, professor of environmental toxicology at Leeds University, says: “All the evidence points to a more vegetarian lifestyle being better for you in terms of cancer and general health.”

There is a trend, argued by many to be unhealthy and unwise, towards fewer, very large, food producers, controlling a greater proportion of our food supply, which is increasingly synthetic and of less nutritional value.  This reliance on synthetic additives by the food and pharmaceutical industries is of concern, as it is about their own income and convenience rather than being driven by the needs of our population for health and quality of life.  This has been encouraged by the big supermarkets, who prefer to buy in quantity, and who are said to have put many small farmers out of business.  The number of small farmers disappearing every year is a cause for serious concern. Advertisers market children to seduce them into bad food and drink habits at an early age.  Yet our children are displaying alarming problems.  What’s to be done?

Nutrition  
Fresh fruit and vegetables are our main source of antioxidants, which boost our immune system and protect against cancer and other degenerative diseases. Nuts and grains help too – although there are increasing numbers who suffer allergies to food that is everywhere such as wheat.  It is thought that the balances and tolerances in our bodies are being adversely affected by artificial chemicals, and too much of the wrong type of fats, added to our food.
Intensive farming methods producing single crops on the same soil year after year, with synthetic additives to keep the process going, have progressively broken down the natural micro-systems in our soil and severely reduced the nutrients that can be taken up into our food.  It is therefore more important that we eat a greater variety of food, to give us more nutrients and keep us healthier.  The answer is not to cram shelves with costly vitamins and minerals, for the financial benefit of their producers, but to encourage healthy soils, healthy food and healthy diets.  Sadly, the reverse has been happening, with children eating ever-worse diets.  The government has recognised this, and is encouraging children to eat 5 ‘portions’ a day of fruit and vegetables.  But far more needs to be done.  Radio 4’s Food Programme, The Soil Association, Friends of the Earth and many other bodies are campaigning to support small and local food producers, to maintain variety in our food, and prevent varieties of fruit and vegetables being lost.  It is urgent that more farmers grow organic produce in the UK, reduce the price and cut the food miles.  Currently around 80% is imported.  Organic food is the surest way to counter our intake of a cocktail of unpredictable synthetic chemicals.  

The medical profession  
Apart from initiatives such as vaccinations, and advisory leaflets in surgeries, doctors and hospitals have traditionally focused on clearing up health problems after they occur.  This keeps them fully occupied; medicines are usually seen as the first step.  Over-prescription of antibiotics has helped reduce antibiotic resistance, while synthetic chemicals from multiple sources have reduced the capacity of our immune systems.  However, while it is harder for doctors to advise people how to live their lives than to write a prescription, there is an increasing recognition that the right kind of food – a balanced diet – is medicine.  The saying ‘prevention is better than cure’ has now become an imperative, but the medical establishment is used to working in its own way, and has not yet taken on this essential concept.  Even the food served in hospitals has only recently begun to improve, and the variety offered is very limited, and certainly not tailored to those with particular needs or ailments.  

The way forward 

The solution surely is a multi-pronged attack on bad habits and practices.  Who is to lead this attack?  It must be the medical establishment itself; local authorities; learning and skills bodies and those charged with school catering and teaching cookery and healthy lifestyles; parents and teachers working together; responsible employers; farmers and those in the food industry who have ‘seen the light’; the voluntary sector, who have done much to raise the alarm; and much greater support from government.  It would help if more scientists could be freed to work independently from those causing the problem.  All must work in partnership. 

And to whom must this constructive attack be directed?  At the corporations who are literally ruining the nation’s health and future; the medical establishment; schools and caterers; parents who have lost the knowledge of where food comes from and how to prepare it, and therefore cannot pass this on to their children. This problem is present to a much lesser degree in most of Europe, where preparing, eating and respecting food together remains a focus for families, and more people grow their own.  A simple ‘traffic light’ labelling system could be introduced so the public can understand labelling at a glance. The general public should be educated to be wary of marketing by large corporations and celebrity endorsement, and take on the concept of ‘small is beautiful’, and to read labels and look out for key ingredients.

Bio-accumulative and hormone-disrupting chemicals  
We consume thousands of lipophilic (fat-seeking) toxic synthetic chemicals with the fats in our food, forming a complex mixture.  Animal fats can contain high residues of persistent bio-accumulative chemicals.  Diets high in meat rely on foods higher up the food chain where pollutants are more concentrated. Unless you know a local farmer, it is impossible to know the source and content of sausages, which are very high in fats (many vegetarian sausages are available - buy organic to avoid any with hydrogenated vegetable oil).  Fish, especially larger, long-lived fish, and those in enclosed waters such as the Baltic Sea, can be highly contaminated with persistent organic pollutants (POPs) such as Dioxins (incinerators are a main source), PCBs (polychlorinated biphenyls, banned some years ago, but ever present) and organochlorine pesticides.  Shellfish may be from polluted coastal waters (or farmed in a way that damages local environments).  Dioxins and PCBs are associated with health effects in children such as slower intelligence, changes in immune system and hormone disruption.  
Health concerns
Our hormones are delicately balanced.  They are chemical messengers that control not just reproduction, but much of life, guiding development, growth and behaviour of humans, animals and fish.  Food is our main source of exposure to chemicals that can affect these.  Some mimic natural hormones such as oestrogens and androgens, fooling the body into over-responding to a stimulus, responding at the wrong time, or blocking a message getting through.  These are called endocrine disrupters.  Anything that leads to cell abnormality may create potential for cancers or deficiencies later, or change the architecture of the brain.  The rise of cancers in the west coincides with the dramatic increase in industrial chemicals and pollutants, and changes in diet, over the same period.

Research in peer-reviewed scientific journals has reported links between commonly used chemicals and a range of health problems including: Testicular, ovarian and breast cancer; falling fertility and sperm count; abnormal growth and development; feminisation of boys and masculinisation of girls; shifts in ratio of male to female babies; earlier puberty; impaired immunity; brain and nervous system problems; increase in allergies.  A Royal Society report in 2000 says that today’s low-fibre, high sugar diets may alter the level of oestrogen, as can obesity, since body fat can convert certain steroid hormones to oestrogens.  Soya, now in most processed foods, is one of the richest sources of plant oestrogens.  Intensively farmed cows are milked constantly, even when pregnant, producing high levels of oestrogens.

Toxins causing these problems may be from industrial waste, but are also used as chemical additives in a wide range of products including food and drink and its containers, household cleaning products, furniture, shampoos, bath foam/gel, cosmetics and toiletries, and agricultural pesticides.  Over 40 pesticides have been identified as possible endocrine disrupters – food is our main source of exposure to them.

Safety margins are based on the assumption that it is the dose that makes the poison. This may be seriously flawed, as it measures individual chemicals rather than an interacting cocktail: our bodies carry up to 500 synthetic chemicals that should not be there.  This alone suggests that the precautionary principle is vital.  But timing is crucial too. There are key moments when we are most vulnerable: when a foetus is developing in the womb and tiny changes in hormone levels switch on the development of each organ system, and gender is being decided; when newborn babies have incomplete immune systems and no blood brain barrier; when puberty, triggered by hormonal changes measured in low parts per billion, leads to rapid cell division and DNA replication; and in old age when the body’s defence systems weaken.   

Pesticides  

Organochlorine pesticides have been used as weapons of war.  Residues remain on many items of fruit and vegetables, and are a problem in fatty fish.  They tend to accumulate in the body’s fat stores, persisting for many years.  This will be passed on to baby in the womb and in breast milk.  (Breastfeeding is still by far the best!)  Many of these chemicals disrupt hormones, and can affect a child’s development in subtle ways.  To avoid passing these on requires forward planning – the best way is to eat food that doesn’t use chemicals in preparation (eg organic), for several years before pregnancy.

Many fruit and vegetables exceed maximum advisable levels for pesticides, such as chlorpyrifos (a neurotoxicant), or thiabendazole.  It is frequent to find residues of more than one toxic substance, and is not known how combinations may react together and affect our bodies.  More than 40 pesticides are possible endocrine disrupters. The Consumers’ Association has drawn up a list from government data of foods that are ‘persistent offenders’ for pesticide residues.  It includes, lettuce, apples, celery, grapes, pears, fresh salmon, peaces, nectarines, strawberries and wholemeal flour.  It is recommended that non-organic carrots should be washed, topped and tailed, and apples peeled.

Dr Vyvyan Howard, foetal toxicopathologist at Liverpool University, has shown that some pesticides tested in combinations are more toxic than on their own. He says: “The average person has hundreds of groups of novel compounds in their bodies that weren’t there 60 years ago. We have changed the chemical environment of the womb.  If we evolved with it, we have a fair chance of coping with it; if we haven’t there’s a fair chance it will cause harm.  When things persist in our bodies, it tells we are not good at breaking them down.  There is a double jeopardy if we know they are toxic.  We cannot test just the commonest 1000 toxic chemicals in combinations of 3 – this would require 166m different experiments. When we do look, we find surprising interactions.  The only logical way forward is to reduce exposure as much as possible.”  

A comprehensive 2004 review by Ontario College of Family Physicians of pesticide research strongly recommends people to reduce their exposure to pesticides.  It found consistent links with several cancers, including brain, kidney, prostate and pancreatic, and neurological diseases and reproductive problems.  It said that children are particularly vulnerable.

FOOD: Chemicals, health risks and concerns

Fats and cholesterol 
In the 2004 documentary movie, "Supersize Me," film-maker Morgan Spurlock acts as guinea pig by eating only McDonald’s fare for one month and reducing his normal exercise. He is 32, 6’2 and 185 pounds, with enviable cholesterol count, and certified in excellent health by 3 doctors, who expected only a little weight gain and that his triglycerides would rise a little.
Spurlock gained 25 pounds, cholesterol rose by 60, libido dropped, and to the astonishment of his doctors his liver began to ‘turn into goose pate’. Such was the state of his liver, along with chest pains, that his doctors strongly advised he end the project well before schedule and prepare for immediate admission to hospital. By day 9, he was experiencing depression and soon developed wild mood swings from the sugars and other ‘McPoisons’.   The unkindest cut of all - he became addicted to the stuff, craving ‘Big Mac highs’.
The film showed how the US has become a fast food nation with alarming numbers of supersized citizens.  7 percent of the US population eats at a McDonald’s every day, and 43 million a day worldwide.  
In 2001, the US Surgeon General declared an obesity epidemic, reporting approximately 300,000 deaths a year associated with obesity and overweight compared to more than 400,000 from cigarette smoking.  A federal study estimates the health-care costs of overweight and obesity in the US at $92.6 billion. Between 1993 and 2001, according to the CDC, obesity in most US states rose from 14 to 24 per cent.  It is now between 30 and 35 percent.  15 percent of children are obese, with a rise in type II diabetes. In 2002 the World Health Organization reported that "unhealthy diets and physical inactivity are ... the leading causes of the major non-communicable diseases”.
"Obesity hits every organ system in the body," endocrinologist Judith Korner MD PhD of Columbia University said at the 2004 American Psychiatric Association’s annual meeting. This includes heart, sleep, diabetes, cancer, and psychosocial ills. Ten years from now, she said, obesity will exceed lung cancer in terms of death.
McDonalds does not label transfats, and its salads can be worse than the traditional fare. A McDonald’s fiesta salad contains 27g of total fat and 13g of saturated fat, more than a quarter pounder. Ingredients include salad mix, seasoned beef, cheddar/jack cheese, salsa, sour cream, and fried tortilla strips. 

At a school for disturbed youth in Appleton, Wisconsin, simply by eliminating sugary foods and serving healthy lunches, behaviour problems reduced considerably. (from www.mcmanweb.com/diet_obesity.htm)

Hydrogenated vegetable oil / transfats 

Hydrogenation turns liquid oil into solid fat.   It is done to prolong shelf life.  In the process, hardened ‘transfats’ are formed.  These have no nutritional value, and are harmful: hydrogenated fats are the worst possible type of fat for the human body (partial hydrogenation carrying the greatest risk).  Our body doesn’t know what to do with them, so stores them.  They raise cholesterol in blood, and cannot be exercised away, increasing the risk of heart disease.  In 1993 the UN Food and Agricultural Organisation’s report on fats and oils called for hydrogenated fats to be completely removed from the plates of the public.  In 1994 Harvard published research that showed replacing just 2% of a person’s energy intake from transfats with unhydrogenated or unsaturated fats could slash their chances of getting heart disease by 50%.  A new risk factor for heart disease is lipoprotein (a), and trans fatty acid is the only dietary component known to increase it (Anne Minahin, Reading University).  

The UK Food Standards Agency recommends that transfats should make up no more than 2% of a person’s energy intake.  Yet there is evidence to suggest that most people exceed this every day.  The US Institute of Medicine went further in 2002 in a report on transfats: “There is a positive linear trend between trans fatty acid intake and total and LDL cholesterol concentration, and therefore increased risk of coronary heart disease, thus suggesting a tolerable upper intake level of zero.”   Hardly found at all in our foods 20 years ago, high fat Palm oil is used increasingly, hydrogenated in vast quantities, and is destructive of environments and communities in Indonesia, Papua and elsewhere.   

It is mainstream scientific advice to cut out transfats.  Given the UK’s obesity epidemic and continued increase in heart disease, it is a key recommendation in this report: 1) to carry out randomised controlled clinical trials comparing those who do and do not eat transfats, and also trial the intake of foods using replacement processes;  in the meantime, NOW: 2) remove hydrogenated fats and oils, including high-fat palm oil, from all processed foods, and to continue to reduce saturated fats; and 3) embark on a public awareness campaign to reduce consumption of these fats and processed foods, and to promote healthy alternatives (including more fresh and local food, home cooking, lifestyle changes and more exercise).
Flawed food labels leading dieters astray   Thu 03 March 2005  
Dieters who rely on food labels for information about fat and calorie content are often getting "widely inaccurate" information, according to a study. 
The magazine Which? found that the levels of fat, salt, calories or carbohydrates were inaccurate on 93 per cent of products tested. 
One biscuit tested had three times the amount of saturated fat declared on the label, while a pizza was found with 80 per cent more fat.
Although there is no law on how accurate food labels should be, Lacors, the Local Authorities Co-ordinators of Regulatory Services which advises trading standards officers about enforcing food laws, says a margin of error of 20 per cent is acceptable.
Which? researchers looked at 570 nutrients listed on 70 products. Just 7per cent matched what the label said, while 17 per cent fell outside the Lacors margin of error.
Cadbury's Light Trifles were found to have 23 per cent more fat than was stated on the pack, while a Tesco Hot Dog Pizza contained 47 per cent more sugar than was claimed. Rivington's Pink Panther biscuit had nearly three times the saturated fat level on the wrapper.
A spokesman for the Food and Drink Federation said: "Any suggestion that food manufacturers set out to confuse or hoodwink consumers is just not true." 
Levels of fats and sugars varied for many reasons, including the variety of ingredient used or the season in which it was grown, he said. 
A spokesman for Cadbury said: "The Cadbury Light Trifles range contains chocolate mousse, dessert, cream and chocolate chip cookies – all in one pot. Given the variety and complexity of these ingredients there will inevitably be differences between pots. We are continuously updating our packs to ensure information is as accurate as possible." 
A Tesco spokesman said: "The nature of this type of food means that you can never be precise about the exact nutritional value of a product and most consumers understand that the label is only a guide. That said, we work hard to keep within the acceptable guidelines."
Copyright © 2005 The Daily Telegraph. Source: Financial Times Information Limited - Europe Intelligence Wire.
Additives 
There are 540 permitted chemical additives in our food.  In the UK, over 20% of children are overweight.  Salt and sugar is often the first ingredient in snacks and processed food.  Cumulatively, most people consume far more than they need.  More money is spent on sweets and chocolates in the UK than any other EC country, and carbonated soft drinks are the most popular among 4-18 year olds.  Two thirds eat a packet of crisps most days of the week.  One packet contains 1g of salt – half the recommended daily intake for a 6-year old.  One third is pure fat, half of which is saturated.  Swedish scientists found acrylamide in crisps, which could be harmful. 

If you use high-quality ingredients in the first place”, says Suzannah Oliver, nutritionist and author of Healthy Food for Happy Kids, “there’s less need to pack food out with flavourings and colourings.  What we’re seeing is food made from nasty, cheap ingredients that taste of nothing, being plumped up with additives to make them taste better…and appeal to children.  Children eating strong and artificially flavoured foods lose their sense of what subtlety in taste is all about…they aren’t experiencing a range of tastes.”  Dr Vyvyan Howard recommends we reduce our exposure sweeteners and colours, particularly since these are so often used in processed food with little nutritional value.  Enzmes and ‘processing aids’ are not subject to regulatory approval, and Dr Erik Millstone, reader in science policy at the University of Sussex, has shown that intolerance to food additives (eg asthma, eczema, hyperactivity) has been underestimated.

Children are more vulnerable than adults to synthetic additives, yet chemicals added to food are usually tested on adults.  It is also hard to devise ways to study risks of additives in complex combinations rather than in isolation.  Studies have linked additives with a huge variety of ill-effects on children, centring on aggression, difficult behaviour and hyperactivity.  A 2002 government study of 227 3-year olds by the Asthma & Allergy Research Centre tested colouring in drinks, and many parents reported changes such as temper tantrums. Researchers concluded that removing colourings would benefit all children, though about 5% may have extra sensitivity. The chemicals seem to prevent messages getting to the brain, and prevent absorption of zinc, a factor in hyperactivity.  Most of the most controversial additives (artificial sweeteners, azo dyes, sodium benzoate) are found in many sweets and snacks.  Artificial sweeteners (aspartame, acesulfame-K and saccharine) are of no nutritional value.  Aspartame is the subject of US court actions alleging it is neurotoxic. It is unknown how these sweeteners interact with each other, or other chemicals in our bodies, but individuality they are linked with hyperactivity; and sulphur preservatives with asthma and eczema.  Some artificial chemicals may also alter hormonal development.  The fizzy action of CO2 in drinks helps to rot teeth.  Many additives permitted in UK have been banned in US, Sweden and Denmark.  Disodium 5’-ribonucleotide (E635) is associated with skin rashes and banned in Australia. Sodium benzoate (E211) may trigger hyperactivity or worsen allergies.  (Chemical World Guardian supplement 15 May 2004)

WASHING AND CLEANING:  Chemicals and health risks   Unfinished
By the time you leave for work, you may have exposed your body to over a hundred different chemicals.  What are they doing to you?   It’s easy to take everyday products for granted, but a thousand new substances are concocted each year, and constant subtle changes are being made by manufacturers.  Perhaps we have too much faith and trust in the people inventing and producing the chemicals we are happy to swill around our home.  We are moving into a time when skincare is actually doing something to the skin which we might not like.  Advances in nanotechnology are unregulated.  Some new compounds use very tiny particles that have a greater ability to penetrate deeper into our protective layers of skin than what has gone before.

The cosmetics industry is profit-led and self-regulated.  Minute particles of titanium dioxide are already used in sunscreen, because they disappear completely into the skin to form a protective layer. L’Oreal is considering delivery of Vitamin E through nanoparticles.  Estee Lauder’s Clinique brand already contains them.  Toxicologists are alarmed by such particles becoming part of our body fluids – the skin is a barrier to keep things out.  Could nanoparticles end up in the bloodstream and brain?  Could different ones combine?  Might other dangerous substances piggyback on to these and cause damage?  Nanoparticles are already used to deliver drugs via artificial blood across the blood-brain barrier.  Fine particles have gone through the skin and ended in the lymphatic system.  It seems that there should be better scrutiny of newer technologies.

There is a loophole in the law to protect commercial secrets of manufacturers that allows them not to label ingredients on products.  But there are complaints from environmental lobby groups that skin creams, shampoos, perfumes, deodorants and other cosmetics and toiletries contain chemicals that the human body cannot flush out; that they bioaccumulate and there is evidence some may be harmful.  

We spend £6 billion a year in the UK on ‘beauty products and toiletries’.  Most are produced and controlled by a few ‘global cosmetic giants’.  

We need legislation, and a watchdog with teeth.

FURNITURE AND FABRIC: Chemicals and health risks   Unfinished
Phthalates are of great concern.  They are in plastic toys, vinyl floor tiles, glues and inks.  They’re used as solvents in cosmetics. Two chemicals in the family, DEHP and DBP, are already banned from cosmetics in the EU and are being phased out.  Six have been banned from plastic toys – including dummies – that children might chew.  Phthalates are used as plasticisers to make PVC soft and bendy. But because they do not form a chemical bond, they escape from PVC products, so they’re everywhere else too – and all over our homes.  Unfortunately, they bioaccumulate, and are hormone disrupters, which are linked with early puberty.  But because they are used in the fragrance of cosmetics, their presence is hidden by ‘parfum’ on the label.  Also unlabelled are artificial musks, which give perfume its staying power.  This is because they are persistent and bioaccumulative, and are among the chemicals found in breast milk.  

ELECTROMAGNETIC RADIATION: Chemicals Health risks   To follow


Recommendations  GENERAL

Action
Removal of dangerous chemicals nationally and locally  (REACH legislation*)
Phase out of persistent and bioaccumulative chemicals, and requirement to substitute safer alternatives

Stop all releases to the environment of hazardous substances by 2020

Local survey of what is on sale and in use

Reduce use of permitted but risky chemicals through working with businesses and educating householders – it is important that they can rely on what they are bringing into their homes being safe

Clearer, simpler, labelling (traffic light system?)

Set up a local farmers’ market, cheap to stallholders, and encourage organic produce 

Withdraw fluoride from school milk in Luton (a toxic, industrial waste, 20 times more poisonous than lead - mass medication in water or milk is unacceptable) – instead educate in primary/junior schools about cleaning teeth after breakfast and before bed

Communication 
Awareness raising - discuss issues / actions at existing and specially organised / targeted forums (eg much used in household not tested, especially in combination)

Environmental health  1) education campaign for householders  2) campaign to collect waste chemicals  3) Tie in with other safety messages to reduce accidents in the home; possible connections with asthma, allergies, cot death

Community action (Community Re>paint project to collect and use leftover paint – hazardous waste if ‘thrown away’)
Awareness raising including leaflets and information through various sources including GP surgeries

Seminars / talks in schools, colleges – citizenship curriculum
Seminars / talks among community through networks, at neighbourhood level and among disadvantaged groups

Education for all ages – dispel myth organic food is not affordable – it’s about life choices (eg give up smoking, reduce alcohol, fewer DVDs/CDs, use tap rather than bottled water, unnecessary travel)

To householders 
Positive message – how to buy the best for you and your family to stay healthy
(eg more natural foods and lots of variety – fruit and veg; get fitter, have more energy and feel more healthy by reducing fat (particularly hydrogenated that you can’t exercise away, and salt and sugar);take 10 mins every day for exercise – cycle if possible; encourage cooking, cookery classes, and buying local and home made/home grown food; more organic and local food protects our environment for the future)

Why some things are bad for you (eg we all bring many risky chemicals into the home, and children are more susceptible to toxic effects; toothpaste tube with fluoride contains enough to kill a baby if swallowed; pesticides on fruit and veg have been used in wars to kill people)

List of key things to avoid – reduce risks in your life (treat the list below as a project – work through it slowly over a period)

How to make your house safer (always leave an upstairs window slightly open for ventilation)

Always use absolute minimum chemicals to ‘do the job’
Recommendations  FOOD 
In May 2004, the World Health Organization issued the final draft of its "Global Strategy on Diet and Health." Its main recommendations on diet include:
1  Achieve energy balance and a healthy weight.

2  Limit energy intake from total fats and shift fat consumption away from saturated fats to unsaturated fats and towards the elimination of trans-fatty acids. 

3  Increase consumption of fruits and vegetables, and legumes, whole grains and nuts.

4 Limit the intake of free sugars. 

5 Limit salt (sodium) consumption from all sources and ensure that salt is iodized. 

The WHO also recommended at least 30 minutes of regular, moderate-intensity physical activity on most days.

FOOD Chemical World Guardian supplement 15 May 2004

1 Eat organic food – it’s the single best way to reduce exposure to Pesticides (see Consumers’ Association ‘persistent offenders’ list above) 
2 Avoid foods with additives, especially for children.  It is vital for children to develop a taste for natural foods early (avoid particularly monosodium glutamate (E621); disodium 5’-ribonucleotide (E635); artificial sweeteners; sodium benzoate (E211); sulphur dioxide (E220); Colourings Quinoline yellow (E104), Brilliant blue (E133); Sunset yellow (E110); Carmoisine (E122); Ponceau 4R (E!24), Indigo carmine (E132)

3 Write to or visit your MP and MEP demanding stricter UK and EU food labelling laws.  Visit www.foodstandards.gov.uk/foodlabelling 

4 Support Food for Life campaign, which aims to improve quality of food in schools. Action packs: www.foodforlifeuk.org  Tel 0117 914 2446

5 Eat as much seasonal food as you can, to cut exposure to anti-fungal and anti-bacterial chemicals used to extend shelf life.  Use a fruit&veg box scheme

6 When you can’t find organic, some food has lower pesticide residues – try aubergines, peppers, cabbages, frozen peas, garlic, leeks, marrow, radishes, Swedes, sweetcorn, turnips.  Government has found high pesticide levels in spinach, apples and celery.

7 Choose fish carefully – shellfish and large fish like shark and marlin can contain mercury - don’t have tuna too often.  Removing skin and grilling rather than frying fish can reduce pollutants by up to 60%.  If the fish is farmed, only buy organic.  

8 Wash all fresh fruit and veg in running water, to reduce pesticides: bags of salad are ‘ready-washed’ in strongly chlorinated water.

9 If not organic, peel fruit and veg and discard outer leaves

10 Trim fat from meat, and skin from poultry or fish – pesticide residues collect in fat

11 Vary your diet (which will give you a greater balance of vitamins and minerals), and buy from several sources, to reduce pesticide exposure

12 Use less clingfilm, or avoid it.  It contains plasticisers that can get into food. The FSA says avoid wrapping high-fat foods such as cheeses in clingfilm, and not to use it in contact with food that is microwaved. (There is evidence that microwaving food kills nutrients and may affect your immune system)

13 Be wary of products boasing they’re ‘low-sugar’ or ‘sugar-free’.  They may contain artificial sweeteners, which are best avoided

14 When snacking, try to replace ready meals, crisps and sweets with vegetable sticks in dips, rice cakes and fresh fruit

15 Monitor and control the hours a child watches TV.  Processed food manufacturers aggressively market products between 4-6pm.  Support Sustain’s campaign to ban marketing of unhealthy food to children www.sustainweb.org ; complain to www.itc.org.uk 

16 Reduce egg intake – organic or otherwise – until the government investigates why residues of the growth-promoting antibiotic lasalocid are increasingly being found in chicken’s eggs.  Eggs are best kept in the fridge, should be cooked properly, and not fed to babies 

17 Suspect the worst when ingredients list ‘flavourings’ or ‘colourings’.  ‘Cheese flavour’ does not mean it contains cheese.

18 If a product doesn’t have fruit in it, the manufacturer cannot show pictures of fresh fruit on the packaging – eg yoghurt

19 Lobby your MP and MEP to force the wine and beer industries to label nutrition as food producers do. Try organic wine and beer

20 Look at food labels, and learn what the chemical names and numbers mean.  

21 Avoid hydrogenated vegetable oils.  Used to prolong shelf life, these synthetic, hardened ‘transfats’ have no nutritional value, and are the worst possible type of fat for the human body.  Our body doesn’t know what to do with them, so stores them.  They increase cholesterol in blood, and cannot be exercised away, increasing the risk of heart disease.  Nutritionists say these should be removed from our diets as soon as possible. They are used in chip shops, pies, ready meals, cakes, biscuits, quiches and other pastries, pizzas, fat spreads, in deep-fried and ‘junk’ food, and in chocolate flavoured sweets. 

22 Cut consumption of non-organic chocolate – it can contain residues of Lindane, a pesticide banned in the EU.

23 The fizzy action of CO2 in drinks helps to rot teeth – drink more still water, milk and dilute pure fruit juice (far more nutritional, but too much will also have an acid effect on teeth)

24 A good principle is moderation and variety: 2 cups of coffee a day may be beneficial, but 8 may be harmful; drink water, juice and herb teas too.

25 Grow your own food!

Sources of organic food: see THE WASTEBOOK – www.wastebook.org section 440 Organic and Low Input Food

Recommendations  WASHING AND CLEANING

WASHING AND CLEANING Chemical World Guardian supplement 8 May 2004

1 Clear out your bathroom cabinet and dump all but the essentials.  Medicines should be returned to chemist or doctor.

2 Avoid baby wipes, which can contain parabens and propylene glycol (antifreeze ingredient).  Use a damp flannel, washed regularly in baking soda

3 Overwashing your hair with chemically based shampoos and conditioners strips the hair of natural oils your skin needs.  Also some undesirable chemicals will be absorbed by your skin. Try every 2 or 3 days.

4 If you’re worried about sunscreen, cover up or keep out of the sun most of the time.  Avoid unnecessary use of products with high sun protection factor

5 Cut down on bubble baths which can contain skin-irritating detergents.  Your baby just needs a tub of warm water to keep clean.

6 Splash your face with witch hazel or cold water instead of buying toners.

7 Read labels – not just with food, but cleaning products.  They won’t tell you everything, but it will help.  Look for sources of natural ingredients.

8 To be sure a product is organic, look for a Soil Association label.   Words like organic, natural and hypoallergenic mean little in the ‘beauty industry’.

9 When using a product, follow instructions and use sparingly.  It’s easy to use far more than you need to.

10 Use organic tampons and sanitary towels.  They’re non-chlorine nleached, 100% cotton and GM-free.  Try Natracare.  

11 Henna is natural and less invasive than heavy duty hair dyes.

12 if swimming, shower first and afterwards.  Ozone pools have fewer chemicals than chlorine pools.  If everyone washed before getting in, there would be less need for chemicals in the water.

13 If you can’t give up nail varnish, protect cuticles with oil.  The part of the nail you see is dead but can absorb chemicals in varnish and remover, such as toluene, acetone, formaldehyde. 

14 Aloe Vera gel is a good alternative to shaving foams and gels.  It has natural anti-inflammatory and skin-softening properties without the chemicals.

15 The average make-up wearing woman will eat 2 pounds of lipstick in her lifetime.  Most lipsticks contain petroleum derivatives.  Try lipstick and lip balm based on beeswax, plant oils or Vitamin E.

16 Deodorants can cause problems.  Try some more natural products to find one that suits.  Avoid ingredients such as parabens.

17 Do a website trawl.  Greenpeace, Women’s Environmental Network (wen.org.uk) have useful lists of products to avoid, and better companies. 

18 Arm yourself with knowledge.  Kim Erickson’s Drop-Dead Gorgeous explains what’s in your cosmetics.

19 Ask your granny for tips.  Lemon juice has always been used as a beauty aid to make fair hair shine, soften hard skin, get rid of blackheads.  Cosmetics weren’t always devised in laboratories.

20 Try to take synthetic chemical-based products out of the home and replace with natural or herb-based products, eg from Green People, Lush.

Recommendations  HOME AND GARDEN
HOME AND GARDEN Chemical World Guardian supplement 22 May 2004
1 Be aware of chemicals in paints, solvents and cleaning products; buy low-emission paints and avoid using synthetic chemicals when there’s an alternative

2 Cut use of natural gas in your home – leakages are a common cause of chemical exposure

3 Use natural alternatives to pesticides in your garden

4 Replace your synthetic bedsheets with organically grown cotton or linen; wash them regularly in baking soda instead of commercial washing powders

5 Get rid of carpets and lay down wooden floors – you will trap less dust and mould in your home

6 If you have air conditioning, ensure it is correctly installed and equipment is the right size for your house.  Too big=moisture in air, mould

7 Open your windows more often.  In the centre of a big city, get a good fan and air filter (one that can be easily cleaned or replaced)

8 Don’t dry clothes in your home, without windows open.  Water has to go somewhere, seeping into walls, allowing legions of mould spores to grow, each releasing toxic chemicals

9 Use a dehumidifier in your home whenever you get the chance

10 Store all nastiest chemicals (petrol, paints, solvents and adhesives) outside, and out of contact with food.  Kitchen cleaning products should not be kept in a cabinet next to vegetables.

11 Instead of the expensive range of commercial products, buy bicarbonate of soda – it dissolves dirt and grease, removes stains from carpets and odours

12 Attach a carbon/ceramic filter to your water tap so you have clean water for drinking, washing and laundry (no expensive bottled water needed!)

13 Always use glass containers for drinking, steel cutlery for eating and inert porcelain or ceramic plates and dishes.

14 If dealing with chemicals or cutting wood, always wear a mask to reduce dust and fumes that can get into your lungs.

15 Wash your curtains as often as you can.  Or replace with blinds. They will absorb fewer toxins and less dust, and are less likely to have been treated with flame retardants and other synthetic chemicals

16 Don’t smoke, especially indoors.  Particles of smoke will stay lodged on furniture and soft furnishings and deteriorate the air quality

17 Don’t use chipboard or MDF for shelves or renovation.  The glue keeping the chips together contains formaldehyde and will pollute your house

18 Use bleach sparingly, and don’t use it with any product containing ammonia. The two react to form a noxious, debilitating gas called chloramine

19 Take off shoes at home, or at least use a door mat, so you don’t tread chemicals (including pesticides) all over the house 

20 Take your vacuum cleaner to new places – perhaps your mattress, which is home to between 100,000 and 10 million dustmites.
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Not on the label Felicity Lawrence (Penguin)
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Shopped: the shocking power of British supermarkets Joanna Blythman (Fourth Estate)
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Slow food v fast food Ecologist Apr 2004 p39
Endocrine disrupter linked to bottled water Ecologist Apr 2004 p13
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Prescription addiction Ecologist Nov 2004 pp32-37

What’s your poison? (Consumer Guide to pesticide residues on food) Oct 2004 www.soilassociation.org/pesticides 

WASHING AND CLEANING

Chemical World Guardian supplement 8 May 2004

Deadly shampoos Ethical Consumer Oct 2003 pp 22-23
Trouble in the air (allergy-causing fragrances in perfumes and cosmetics) Independent Review 9 Nov 2004 – comment from Allergy UK

Nappies and personal products  The WasteBook  www.wastebook.org 
Behind the label: babywash Ecologist Dec 2004/Jan2005 pp30-31

Behind the label: perfume Ecologist Nov 2004 pp30-31

10 synthetic cosmetic ingredients to avoid Aubrey Organics website factsheet

Dangers of musk Ecologist Feb 2004 p18, research by Risk Assessment Sciences, Utrecht University, Netherlands

Fluoridation Ecologist Dec 2004/Jan2005 pp25-29  National Pure Water Association www.npwa.freeserve.co.uk 

Toothpaste Ecologist Oct 2004 pp20-21

Mercury in your fillings  Guardian Health 23 Nov 2004

Dry cleaning: perchloroethylene and cancer Ecologist March 2004 pp36-37

Focus on the pharmaceutical industry Ecologist March 2004

Persistently toxic: laundry detergents Ethical Consumer Oct/Nov 2001 pp16-17

Skin deep: skincare products Ethical Consumer Apr/May 2002 pp16-17

Suncream Ecologist July/Aug 2004 pp16-17

Toilet cleaners Ethical Consumer Jan-Feb 2005 pp22-23
FURNITURE AND FABRIC: HOME AND GARDEN

Chemical World Guardian supplement 22 May 2004

Plastic poison Times Educational Supplement Oct 29 2004

Flawed coverings – flooring, carpets etc Ethical Consumer Nov/Dec 2004 pp10-17

Phthalates to be banned from toys Ethical Consumer Jan-Feb 2005 www.foe.co.uk 

Virtual House Guildford Borough council / National Household Hazardous Waste Forum www.guildford.gov.uk/GuildfordWeb/Environment/Virtual%20House/Virtual%20House.htm 
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Tetra masts and mobile phones  Ecologist Oct 2004 pp50-51

Toxins in mobile phones Ecologist June 2004 p54
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