
 
Healthy Home Parties  
Talking points on safer and potentially toxic products 
 
OVERALL TIPS: 

 try to avoid using the safe/unsafe paradigm – potentially toxic or harmful and safeR 
are better  

 try to avoid synthetic=bad, natural=good type of language, some synthetic are fine 
and some natural substances are toxic 

 not all chemicals bioaccumulate, bioaccumulation is only one property that make 
some chemicals toxic. Phthalates DO NOT bioaccumulate 

 clearly distinguish between animal and human studies 
 
Following is information for Healthy Home Parties.  We expect that after watching all or part of 
“Children at Risk” people will have plenty of questions about what specific products they should 
be concerned about, what products are safer for their families and where they can find such 
products.  While we want to avoid posing as “experts” in any of these areas, we have compiled 
some information on potentially harmful and safer products from various sources on the web.  
This information is by no means exhaustive, but only a sampling of information for a handful of 
products.  With this information you should be able to answer most questions about any of these 
product categories.  For any questions you can’t answer, simply refer people to the web 
resources outlined in the handout.     
 
Additionally, please keep in mind that we want to steer people in the direction of political 
activism and policy change, as well as awareness-raising and education of others rather than 
focusing entirely on personal lifestyle changes.  In order to create an effective movement for 
change AND protect our health, we need both safe products for our home AND smarter laws to 
protect our health.   
 
Topics covered: Plastic; PVC Plastic; Cleaning Products; Baby Products; Pest Management; 
Furniture and Electronics; Dry Cleaning; Scented Candles; Cookware. 
 

1. Plastic 
 

A. Are all plastics dangerous? 
 

While plastic is convenient, lightweight and durable it can pose certain environmental and health 
risks.  Currently, almost all plastics are made from petroleum, a non-renewable and mostly 
imported resource.  Plastic manufacturing creates air pollution and can expose workers to toxic 
chemicals.  Plastic packaging also creates unnecessary waste.  It takes up a lot of space in 
landfills and also can release toxic pollution into the environment when incinerated, as most of 
Massachusetts’s trash is.  Using plastic is most dangerous to your health when you heat plastic in 
a microwave or with hot food.  Some plastics contain hormone-disrupting chemicals that can 
leach into foods and beverages, especially when the plastic is heated.  Other chemicals may leach 
into oily or fatty foods, such as cheese and meats.  Scratched or damaged plastic is also more 
likely to leach toxic chemicals.  The types of plastic that are proven to leach chemicals are 



polycarbonate (recycling symbol #6), PVC (recycling symbol #3) and Styrofoam.  Check the 
bottom of your plastic containers and look for a 1, 2, 4 or 5 inside or below the recycling logo.  
These are typically regarded as the safer plastics to use.   
  
One of the common chemicals of concern in plastic is Bisphenol A which can mimic human 
estrogen and disrupt hormone systems.  BPA has been linked to the growth of prostate cancer 
cells and may be linked with breast cancer.  In-utero exposure to BPA may also cause genetic 
damage and possibly miscarriages.  In approximately 200 published animal and human cell 
studies, exposure to bisphenol A has been shown to cause serious adverse effects including 
miscarriage, impaired brain development, male and female reproductive defects, early onset of 
puberty, obesity and most recently, cancer.  BPA most commonly leaches from polycarbonate 
plastic, which often bears the numbers 6 or 7 in a “recycling” logo.  Clear Nalgene bottles, 
“sippy cups” and baby bottles are commonly made of this plastic.    
  
Phthalates are also a chemical of concern. Over 90% of phthalates are used in PVC products.   
See the section on PVC for more information about the suspected health effects of phthalates.    
 

B. Safer Alternatives 
 
Avoid using plastic in the microwave or dishwasher.  These extreme temperatures can aid in 
chemicals leaching from plastic.  Instead, use glass or ceramic dishes (look out for metallic paint, 
though!).  You may choose to use “microwave safe” plastic in the microwave, but keep in mind 
that “microwave safe” only means the plastic won’t melt in the extreme heat; it is no guarantee 
that chemicals do not leach.   
  
Cling wrap is typically made of PVC (see below), so avoid using it, especially in the microwave.  
Instead use waxed paper or a paper towel for covering foods while heating them.  Best not to 
wrap fatty foods like cheese or deli meat in cling wrap since chemicals leach more readily into 
these types of food.  Opt for wax paper or a glass container.    
  
If you use a polycarbonate water bottle (such as a Nalgene bottle), do not use it for warm or hot 
liquids to reduce your exposure to BPA.  Water bottles made from #1 or #2 plastic are safer, 
although beware of bacteria that can build up after multiple uses. Do not reuse store bought 
water bottles with the #1 recycling symbol – they often have small openings and many 
indentations that make them difficult to clean and provide an environment for bacteria growth. 
 
See below for more specific information about baby bottles, but note that many baby bottles are 
made from polycarbonate plastic and are best avoided.  Alternatives include glass, stainless steel, 
polyethylene (#1) or polypropylene (#5).  Also bottles made of pliable, milky-colored plastic are 
not polycarbonate.  Discard any scratched bottles or sippy cups or find a different use for them 
such as pen holders or container for small items such as buttons or nails.  Don’t put plastic items 
in the microwave or the dishwasher. Heat foods and drinks in a glass or ceramic container and 
then transfer them to plastic, if needed, only when they are cool.    

  
2. PVC Plastic 

 



A. The Problems with PVC 
 

Many soft plastic products are made from PVC, otherwise known as vinyl.  When PVC polymers 
are first made, they are very stiff, so in order to make shower curtains, toys like big round balls, 
teethers, raincoats, bibs, and other things, manufacturers make it flexible by adding chemical 
“softeners”.  Phthalates are a kind of softener added to PVC to make it flexible.  Also, heavy 
metals like cadmium and lead are added to make the PVC durable.  
 
One of the biggest problems with these additives is that they are not bound to the polymer, and 
over time as we use these products and expose them to air, water, and sun, the phthalates and 
metals leach out.  You have probably noticed the smell of a new vinyl shower curtain; that is the 
emission of additives, particularly phthalates, which can then get into our bodies.  Animal studies 
have linked phthalates to birth defects and reproductive damage.  One study found that male 
offspring of rats exposed to phthalates had birth defects in their reproductive organs.   
 

 Human health concerns over phthalates began after impacts were seen in premature 
babies who were being fed through PVC tubing. Many hospitals are now moving away 
from using PVC materials especially for premature babies.   

 A 2006 study by Health Canada researchers showed that phthalates can pass into 
breastmilk. (Phthalate Esters in Human Milk: Concentration Variations over a 6-Month 
Postpartum Time, Jiping Zhu et al.,Environ. Sci. Technol.; 2006; 40(17) pp 5276-5281).   

 In May 2005, a study identified an association between pregnant women’s exposure to 
phthalates and adverse effects on genital development in their boy babies. The 
phthalates found to have the most impacts were those used in plastics. The study has not 
been replicated yet but is consistent with animal results (Decrease in Anogenital 
Distance among Male Infants with Prenatal Phthalate Exposure, Swan et al., 
Environmental Health Perspectives; 2005; 113(8) pp 1056-1061).   

 Research by Duty and others has shown that exposure to phthalates in adult males has 
impacts on sperm quality (for example see, The Relationship between Environmental 
Exposures to Phthalates and DNA Damage in Human Sperm Using the Neutral Comet 
Assay, Duty et al., Environmental Healt 

 
 It seems that phthalates affect the makeup of testosterone somehow, although scientists aren’t 
sure how.   
 
Each PVC product may expose us to very small amounts of phthalates—but we live in a vinyl 
world--- vinyl flooring, vinyl coated wallpaper, mattress covers, toys, and on and on. So each 
product contributes to our exposure. While phthalates do not persist in the body, we are 
constantly exposed leading to the continuous presence of phthalates in our bodies. The CDC has 
been measuring people’s “body burden” by testing blood and urine and they found phthalates in 
everyone, with concentrations much higher in children age 6-11 years old.  
 
Phthalates aren’t the only problem of PVC, though.  A consumer group in California, the Center 
for Environmental Health, tested some of vinyl lunch bags that are made for small children and 
found that many vinyl lunch bags were leaching lead from the plastic.  It is commonly known 
that lead causes brain damage and can lead to behavioral problems, learning disabilities, and 



even cancer.  The levels of lead in these lunch bags were anywhere between 2 to 90 times higher 
than what is allowed in paint on children’s toys (since 1973, the consumer product safety 
commission regulates lead in paints and particularly those surface coatings for children’s toys to 
a level below 0.06%).  CEH found that the lead was highest in the linings of the lunch bags 
where it could get directly into the food and onto the little kids’ hands when they eat.  So again, 
the additives in PVC, as well as the plastic itself, may lead to significant health damage. 

 
B. How to know if something is made from PVC 
 

Avoid anything that claims to be made of vinyl. Vinyl is the shorthand name for PVC.  When 
dealing with bottles or containers (especially soaps, shampoos, lotions and detergents) check the 
bottom for the “recycling” symbol (a triangle made of arrows).  If there is a 3 in or below the 
triangle, the product is PVC.  Don’t buy it! 

  
C. Alternatives to PVC 
 

Luckily most of the products that are made of PVC have non-PVC alternatives.  Non-PVC 
products are the best bet, since they won’t have any lead or phthalates.  Researchers are working 
to develop a safer alternative to phthalates, but  alternative materials are the best option.  Here 
are a few common products and their alternatives. 
 

a. Shower curtains and bibs: nylon or cloth 
b. Lunch bags: paper, nylon, or metal.  Also the old hard plastic lunchboxes are 

safer.  They are made from HDPE, a recyclable plastic that often is made from 
recycling plastic as well. 

c. Vinyl flooring: wood, tile, linoleum and bamboo.  Wall-to-wall carpeting is not 
recommended because carpeting can itself contain many dangerous chemicals in 
adhesives, stain protectors, mothproofing and flame retardants. Carpets also 
accumulate dust mites, dirt, pesticides and other toxic chemicals brought in on 
shoes, feet and pet's paws, making your home even less healthy! 

d. Children’s toys: Quality wood and cloth toys will not use toxic paints, glues, 
dyes or fabrics. 

e. Teethers: Rub gums with ice cubes, or freeze a moistened cotton face cloth for 
baby to chew on. 

f. Vinyl blinds: cloth curtains or drapes.  Wood (faux or real) or aluminum blinds.  
 

3. Cleaning Products  
 
A.  The problems with common household cleaners 

 
Prior to WWII most household cleaning tasks were accomplished using relatively safe 
ingredients commonly found in most homes. With the proliferation of petroleum-based 
chemicals after the war, corporations began to manufacture ready-made cleaning products.  
Today, most people are accustomed to buying a wide range of products custom-designed for the 
many surfaces, materials and rooms in their homes. 
 



Unfortunately, many chemicals in cleaning products can severely degrade indoor air quality and 
produce health effects ranging from headaches and dry eyes to nausea, dizziness, and fatigue, 
and may be linked to more serious problems like asthma attacks, infertility and cancer. On 
average, Americans spend about 90 percent of their time indoors. EPA studies indicate that 
human exposure to air pollutants indoors can be 2-5 times, and occasionally up to 100 times, 
higher than outdoor levels—and chemicals in household and industrial cleaning products can 
contribute to this indoor air pollution. 
 
There is a wealth of research that links chemicals in cleaning products with aggravated asthma, 
especially in children.  In Massachusetts, we have the highest adult asthma rate in the country at 
9.5% and according to the Asthma and Allergy Foundation, and over 100,000 children report 
having asthma. Asthma is also the number one medical condition being treated at Boston Public 
Schools.  This is very costly: the latest statistics indicate that direct and indirect costs associated 
with pediatric asthma in Massachusetts approach $77 million annually.  Chemicals in cleaning 
products may be contributing to this asthma epidemic—and certainly making asthma worse for 
many sufferers.   
 
Again, the chemicals in cleaning products don’t stay in the products, or even on the surfaces we 
clean.  A report called “Sick of Dust” measured chemicals in household dust from 70 homes 
across the U.S., including 10 homes here in Massachusetts and found a variety of hazardous 
chemicals, found in everyday products.  Especially if you have small children at home remember 
that if you clean a surface with bleach, the bleach will get on the kids’ hands, their toys, their 
food and eventually into the mouths, eyes and bodies.   

Keep in mind that the ingredients contained in conventional petrochemical-based cleaning 
products are not usually listed on labels.  But here is a list of some dangerous ingredients 
commonly found in household cleaners: 

 Aerosol products - May contain propane; formaldehyde, a carcinogen, neurotoxin and 
central nervous system depressant; methylene chloride, a carcinogen, neurotoxin and 
reproductive toxin; and nitrous oxide  

 Ammonia - A severe eye and respiratory irritant that can cause severe burning pain, and 
corrosive damage including chemical burns, cataracts and corneal damage.  It can also 
cause kidney and liver damage.  Reacts with bleach to form poisonous chlorine gas. 
Found in a wide range of cleaning products.  

 Diethanolamine (DEA) - Listed as a suspected carcinogen by the State of California, 
this chemical is a skin and respiratory toxicant and a severe eye irritant.  Used in a wide 
range of household cleaning products. 

 Monoethanolamine - May cause liver, kidney and reproductive damage, as well as 
depression of the central nervous system.  Inhalation of high concentrations - when 
cleaning an oven for example - can cause dizziness or even coma.   Can also be absorbed 
through the skin.  A moderate skin irritant and a severe eye irritant.  Found in many 
cleaning products, including oven cleaners, tub and tile cleaners, laundry pre-soaks, floor 
strippers and carpet cleaners.  

 Sodium hypochlorite (bleach) - A corrosive chemical, eye, skin and respiratory irritant, 
as well as a sensitizer.  It is especially hazardous to people with heart conditions or 



asthma, and can be fatal if swallowed.  It may be a neurotoxin and toxic to the liver.  
Found in a wide range of household cleaners. 

 Sodium Lauryl Sulfate - Used as a lathering agent.  A known skin irritant.  Enhances 
the allergic response to other toxins and allergens.  Can react with other ingredients to 
form cancer-causing nitrosamines.  Found in a wide range of cleaning products. 

 Xylene – Neurotoxic, could lead to memory loss, loss of consciousness and even death 
in extreme exposures.  May damage liver, kidneys and the developing fetus. A severe 
eye and moderate skin irritant.  Used in some spot removers, floor polishes, ironing aids 
and other products. 

 
B.  Alternatives to Toxic Cleaning Products 

Most cleaning chores can be easily handled without these toxic products. Everyday ingredients 
like baking soda, vinegar, salt, lemon juice, vegetable oil, soap, borax, hydrogen peroxide and 
washing soda can do the job as they did in our grandmother’s homes. Consumer demand and 
recognition of the hazards of many chemical ingredients are leading more companies to 
manufacture less toxic cleaning products. 

See AHT’s factsheet “Cleaning to Protect Your Health” for more information on safer 
alternatives and recipes for making safer products at home 

4. Baby Products 
 

A. Why think about baby products?  

From the time we start preparing a room for a new baby, we are making choices about the child's 
environment. It is very important to try to limit a baby's exposure to harmful chemicals. Children 
are more vulnerable to the effects of toxic chemicals than adults. Their immune systems and 
central nervous system are immature and still developing, which means their bodies are generally 
less capable of eliminating toxins. As well, children have roughly double the skin surface of 
adults per unit of body weight, so a child can absorb proportionally more chemicals. Babies and 
children breathe more air, eat and drink more per body weight than adults do, which increases 
their exposure. Decreasing a child's exposure to chemicals from day one, and even in the womb, 
could mean a lower risk of allergies and chemical sensitivities, and lower risk of cancers and 
other illnesses.  

Many people get ready for a new child by painting, papering, and carpeting a baby's room with 
conventional products. They don’t realize that by doing so they may be creating an environment 
high in toxic chemicals. Most of us take it for granted that babies should be soothed with 
petroleum jelly and mineral oil, washed and shampooed with chemical-based cleansers, fed from 
plastic bottles, swaddled in disposable diapers, surrounded by scented products and put to sleep 
in pajamas treated with fire-retardant chemicals. But although parents act out of love, they are 
often unaware that the choices they make may be harmful to their child. There are baby care 
products by the hundred. How can a parent identify healthy alternatives? 

B. Safer Baby Products 



The Environmental Health Association of Nova Scotia (that’s right, Canada) has put together an 
excellent guide for less-toxic baby products including bedding, bottles, clothing, diapers, 
powder, shampoo, teethers and toys.  You can get to all of this on the web at: 
http://www.lesstoxicguide.ca/ 

In the meantime, here are a few samples of the information they have available: 

Bottles/Nipples 

Nipples for bottles are usually made of latex rubber or silicone. Latex rubber nipples can release 
nitrosamines, potent carcinogens, when babies suckle the nipple. They also tend to break down 
faster than silicone nipples, which can cause cracks where bacteria can hide. Silicone nipples are 
safer and are usually lighter in color. Latex is also a common allergen.  
 
A common plastic used in baby bottles is polycarbonate (see above for information about 
chemicals in plastic).  The best option is tempered glass bottles with silicone nipples. Both are 
widely available in pharmacies and department stores. Glass bottles are easily cleaned and 
sterilized, and can be handed down from baby to baby.  
 
Evenflo - glass bottles, silicone nipples 
Gerber - silicone nipples 
Playtex - silicone nipples 
 

Of course, the best container for a baby’s milk is the human breast!  

 
Diapers 

Harmful ingredients: dye, fragrance, plastic, toluene, xylene, ethylbenzene, dipentene 
 
Disposable diapers consist of a plastic exterior, an inner super-absorbent layer treated with 
chemicals, and a liner. One commonly used absorbent chemical, sodium polyacrylate, can trigger 
allergic reactions. Disposable diapers are especially toxic when we dispose of them and they are 
burned in trash incinerators, when they emit dioxin and some VOCs. 
 
BabyHemp - organic cotton diapers. www.babyhemp.com  
Born To Love - several dozen brands of cotton diapers and diaper covers, accessories, 
information. www.borntolove.com 
Ecobaby Organics - organic cotton diapers. www.ecobaby.com  
Parenting by Nature, cotton diapers, diaper inserts and covers, accessories. 
www.parentingbynature.com   
Under the Nile - organic cotton diapers. www.underthenile.com  
Seventh Generation - Chlorine-free Diapers (disposable unbleached diapers)  

Wipes 



Harmful ingredients: alcohol, perfume, chlorine.  The chlorine bleaching process used by some 
companies may lead to the production of dioxin. However, some companies have abandoned 
chlorine from their process and so dioxin is not an issue, for example 7th Generation markets 
their diapers as chlorine free. This is also true for cloth diapers. 

 Choose organic, unbleached cotton diapers (see some brand options below).  
 Use a wrap with cloth diapers—you don’t have to deal with pins.  
 When washing, simply shake loose feces into toilet, or swish in toilet bowl to remove 

most of it (something you should ALWAYS do, whether you’re using reusables or 
disposables. Fecal matter should never go in the trash). Place wet diapers in a lidded 
diaper pail lined with a garbage bag. At the end of the day, if there aren’t enough diapers 
to run a load of laundry, place the diaper pail contents in the washing machine and fill it 
with water and detergent, but don’t complete the cycle until you have enough for a full 
load.  

 Use a phosphate-free laundry soap without fragrances. Don’t use bleach, but use Borax 
from time to time to whiten.  

 Rinse with a cup of distilled vinegar to remove all traces of laundry soap and urine (good 
for baby’s bottom), and to soften the fabric (don’t use fabric softener, it makes diapers 
less absorbent).  

 Cut down on energy use and get diapers sterilized and whiter by drying them on a 
clothesline or in a sunny window.  

 Use cloth wipes instead of disposables.  

Seventh Generation - Baby Wipes (non-chlorine bleached, unscented, alcohol-free) 
Huggies - Natural Care Baby Wipes, Supreme Care Baby Wipes. Look for the unscented ones. 
Life - Ultra Soft Cloths, unscented 
Pampers - Natural Aloe Touch Wipes, unscented 
Teddy’s- Unscented Baby Wipes (alcohol free) 

 
5. Pest Management 

 
A. The problem with pesticides 

 
Pesticides are designed to be poisons; some are very effective at killing insects by affecting the 
insect’s nervous system others at and killing weeds for example.  The term “pesticide” refers to 
anything that gets rid of a pest, be it a cockroach, mosquito or dandelion.  Unfortunately, 
pesticides can also have adverse effects on birds, pets and people.  Pesticides are commonly used 
in and around our homes, lawns and gardens and are also used on non-organic produce and food 
products, commercially sold flowers and plants and on many public parks, greens and forests.  
Research links various pesticides with a wide range of health effects including birth defects, 
cancers, learning disabilities and neurological diseases like Parkinson’s disease.  Unfortunately, 
it is hard to tell what dangers may be lurking in most over-the-counter pesticides because, as you 
may have noticed, they don’t list all ingredients; pesticide labels typically list the “active 
ingredients” but not the so-called inert ingredients.  Research has found that the inaccurately 
called inert ingredients—the ingredients that comprise the rest and often the larger part of the 



product, can be toxic. In fact, some ingredients listed as active ingredients in one product may 
also be present, but unlisted, in others when it is not the main poison. Unfortunately, there is 
little regulation and market testing of pesticide products before they are sold for commercial and 
home use and applied widely on lawns, gardens, parks and school grounds. 
 
Pesticide products do have to be registered with the EPA, so many people assume registration 
equals safety.  But registration does not equal safety.  In 2004, 190 of the pesticide products 
registered with the EPA and in the state of Massachusetts (separate registrations) contained one 
or more of 46 active ingredients known, suspected or likely to cause cancer. Not all of those are 
available for sale to the public but most could be applied in homes or gardens either by the 
consumer or by a certified applicator.  Just because a pesticide is “registered” does not mean that 
it is measured for any level of safety.  EPA claims that no unreasonable adverse effect will occur 
to humans or the environment if label instructions are followed. But the “unreasonableness” of 
the effect is based on health and environmental concerns weighed against the economic interests 
of pesticide manufacturers, which are very powerful and influential companies, so it is not 
always a reliable measure of safety. 
 
Children are more vulnerable to health damage from pesticides and the fetus in the womb is 
uniquely vulnerable.  Because they are smaller and closer to the ground, and because they put 
everything in their mouths, children tend to have more pesticides in their bodies and can suffer 
adverse health effects ranging from birth defects to learning disabilities to cancer. 
 

B. Some Toxic Examples 
 

2,4-D: A weedkiller found in most “Weed and Feed” products that you find in the home and 
garden stores and commonly used on lawns, gardens, golf courses, playing fields and parks. 2,4-
D was the major ingredient in Agent Orange,  a jungle defoliant used in the Vietnam War which 
was later blamed for massive amounts of cancers and birth defects in Vietnamese people and in 
war veterans.  Studies have linked it to hormone disruption, breast and testicular cancers, 
learning disabilities, and birth defects.  One study found that dogs whose owners regularly used 
2,4-D on their lawns were twice as likely to get cancer. 
 
Chlorpyrifos: An insecticide widely used in roach traps, on golf courses, and on food crops.  It 
is part of a broad class of pesticides called Organophosphates which have been linked to nervous 
system damage, cardiovascular disease and respiratory problems.  This active ingredient has 
been banned in products intended for home uses but remains in use in agriculture. This ban came 
about in part because of the biomonitoring data that CDC collected which showed higher levels 
in children. 
 
Malathion:  Used to control all kinds of insects from aphids to ants to mosquitoes, you can buy 
malathion sprays in the hardware store.  Another OP, highly toxic to the nervous system and a 
suspected carcinogen.  Also highly toxic to bees and other “good” insects, raising concerns about 
the long-term impacts of its ubiquitous use in the environment.  Was used in MA aerial spraying 
in 1990, after which hundreds of people reported health problems such as nausea, headaches, and 
dizziness. 
 



Paradichlorobenzene: Found in mothballs, this is a volatile toxic chemical that can cause 
headaches and severe irritation to the nose, throat and lungs. Over time, it can cause liver and 
kidney damage. Because the balls look like candy, they are a very attractive poison to children.  
 

C. Some Non-Toxic Pest Management Alternatives 
 

ANTS: 
 
Keep counters, floors and pet feeding areas clean. Remove and clean up whatever the ants are 
after.  Follow the ant trail and find out how they're getting in. Wipe up ants & ant trails w/soapy 
water.  Caulk openings where they enter the house. Petroleum jelly in the cracks or duct tape can 
be a quick, temporary fix.   
 
MOSQUITOES 
 
Screen windows and doors.  Remove all standing water (where mosquitoes breed) near your 
house (tires, wading pools, bird baths, vases, barrels). Critical step!   

Encourage mosquito predators such as birds, frogs, turtles, ants, spiders, dragonflies, bats, 
praying mantis.  

Use citronella oil insect repellents. Burn citronella candles or oil at outside gatherings. Don't 
wear any strong smelling products like lotions, deodorants, hair spray, sun tan oils. They attract 
mosquitoes.  Yellow porch lights don't attract flying insects.  

MOTHS 
 
Destroy all stages of clothes moths by cleaning garments before storing.  Hang clothes in the 
sunlight and beat them to dislodge moth larvae and eggs, before storing.  Store your clothes in 
sealed bags.  Vacuum closets thoroughly.   
 
ROACHES 
 
Close openings into the house (e.g. gaps around pipes and electrical work, door moulding, cracks 
in walls, etc.) with caulking, screening, weather-stripping.  Seal all food containers.  Clean dishes 
nightly, or, if you don't, be sure they're sitting in a basin of soapy water.  Do not leave pet food 
out overnight.  Apply boric acid dust into cracks and places where roaches hide, like under the 
refrigerator. Apply only in out-of-the-way places where pets and children can't touch it. Roaches 
will avoid piles of boric acid, so use a fine dusting. This is a proven, less-toxic roach control 
product.  Place bay leaves in the pantry, cupboards and on shelves to repel cockroaches.   
 
WEEDS 
 
Pull weeds out with roots, or cut off weeds just below the surface before they begin to flower and 
produce seeds.  In lawns, sprinkle grass seed in bare areas after weeding to prevent weeds from 



returning.  Mow your grass weekly, but keep it no shorter than 2", which shades out weeds and 
discourages their growth.  
 
Additionally, many commercial lawn-care companies offer non-toxic alternatives—you simply 
have to ask for them!  So ask your usual lawn management company what alternatives they have 
available.  If it is not good enough, then seek out an organic landscaper.  They are listed in the 
phone book, online or we may even know of some in your area! 
 

6. Furniture and Electronics 
 

A. PBDEs 
 

These days most furniture, clothing and electronics are treated with chemicals to make them 
flame resistant.  While we don’t want products to burst into flames, research has found that 
polybrominated diphenyl ethers (PBDEs), the most commonly used flame retardants, are 
building up in our homes, bodies and breast milk.  Sweden was the first country to monitor 
humans for the buildup of PBDEs in breastmilk, and scientists found that between 1972 and 
1997, PBDE levels in human breast milk doubled every five years.  PBDEs are not chemically 
bound to the materials treated with them, and therefore they leach into the air where humans 
breathe them in, come in direct skin contact with them, or ingest them in food and water.    
 
PBDEs are chemically similar to PCBs, which have documented human health effects.  There 
has been limited research on the human health effects of PBDEs, but in animal studies, PBDE 
exposure causes neurological damage, behavioral changes, and memory loss.  Exposure to 
PBDEs may also affect thyroid function and reproduction.   
 

B. Alternatives 
 
Several companies are beginning to phase out, or have phased out, PBDEs from their 
manufacturing processes with no reduction in fire safety.  Other compounds such as organic 
phosphorus and nitrogen compounds can be used, so ask the manufacturer what flame retardants 
they use.  Wool is a natural flame retardant, so choose wool-filled mattresses instead of 
mattresses with synthetic fill and opt for wool or polyester clothing when it is seasonal.  Sony, 
Philips, IBM, Dell and Apple are among the growing list of electronics companies that do not 
use PBDEs in their products.  Again, if you aren’t sure, ask!   
 
NOTE – PBDEs are part of a larger class of brominated flame retardants which are in turn part of 
the even larger class of halogenated flame retardants (halogens include bromine, chlorine and 
fluorine so any chemical containing these elements are called halogenated).  Phosphorus and 
nitrogen containing flame retardants have been found to be less toxic, not necessarily non-toxic. 
Also note that laws require meeting flame retardant standards… not that they use chemicals to 
meet those standards. 
 

C. Disposing of Electronics 
  



While we are on the subject, the disposal of electronic products like computers, TVs, I-Pods and 
cell phones can have tremendous human health and environmental consequences.  In addition to 
PBDEs these products contain heavy metals like lead, cadmium and barium that can get into the 
environment and harm our health when the products are thrown away.  Be sure to recycle your 
computers and electronics, and do not throw them in the regular trash.  In Massachusetts, most of 
our trash is incinerated, and the burning of these products can create nasty pollution.  Call your 
town or city government to find out how to recycle your old electronics.  Dell, HP and Apple are 
among the growing list of companies that will also take their products back and recycle them for 
you at the end of their lifecycle.  This saves you and your town money, so encourage other 
manufacturers to do the same!  
 

7. Dry Cleaning 
 
Perchloroethylene, the chemical widely used in dry cleaning, causes cancer in lab animals and is 
a suspected human carcinogen.  If you choose to have your clothes dry cleaned, make sure they 
are properly dried before you bring them home.  Also, take the plastic off of the clothes and 
allow them to air out before you put them in your closet or before you wear them. 
 
Safer cleaners are available.  Some companies use a wet-cleaning process instead, which is 
water-based, safe for humans and our clothes.  Other companies use chemicals other than perc, 
which are typically safer.   
 
The best and safest alternative is to buy clothes that do not require drycleaning. 
 

8. Scented candles 
 
There is a current craze to burn scented candles in homes and workplaces all day long, but 
burning candles can expose your family to harmful chemicals and soot.  Common scented 
candles are often made of paraffin wax, which is oil based and can produce dark soot.  This is 
especially a problem for people who have asthma, since the smoke can contain Volatile Organic 
Compounds (VOCs) and polyaromatic hydrocarbons (PAHs) which can aggravate asthma and 
may also be linked to cancer and neurological diseases.  The EPA estimates that indoor air 
pollution levels can be as much as 100 times higher than outdoor air pollution levels, largely 
because of high levels of VOCs indoors.   
 
Scented soy candles make a great alternative to common paraffin scented candles.  Soy candles 
burn cleaner than paraffin and often burn more slowly.  They are available from many retailers.   
 
The wicks of many candles used to have lead cores to make them burn more slowly.  When the 
lead is burned, it is released into the air in tiny particles, which we inhale and get into our bodies.  
Lead is a known neurological toxin. While the Consumer Product Safety Commission regulates 
metal-cored candlewicks so that the lead level is very small (maximum 0.06%), look for candles 
that are labeled as having lead free wicks.  
 

9. Cookware 
 



Many pots, pans and baking sheets are now coated in non-stick Teflon coating, which keeps food 
from sticking to the pans and makes for easy cleaning.  Unfortunately, the EPA has classified 
perfluorooctanoic acid (PFOA), the main ingredient in Teflon, as a likely human carcinogen.   

 
PFOA can leach from pots and pans especially when they are scratched or damaged.  If you 
choose to cook with Teflon-coated pots and pans, never use metal spatulas or spoons, since they 
can scratch the metal.  Throw out all pots, pans and baking sheets that are damaged and replace 
them with stainless steel, cast iron, or enamel coated cookware.  Cook with canola oil in a 
stainless steel skillet or use wax paper to line stainless steel baking sheets.  Be sure to avoid 
harsh cleaning products to get stubborn food remains off of pots and pans.  Allow them to soak 
overnight and gently use steel wool if you need a little more elbow grease. 


