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02-Dec-2011 The Business NGO Working Group for Safer Chemicals and Sustainable Materials
(BizNGO), a coalition of businesses and environmental health NGOs, has released two frameworks
designed to help companies assess sustainable materials. Entitled "The principles for sustainable plastics"
and the "chemical alternatives assessment protocol (v.1.0): how to select safer alternatives to chemicals of
concern to human health or the environment", the tools were...
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CHEMICALS: Business coalition begins push to eliminate toxics in consumer
goods
Jeremy P. Jacobs, E&E reporter Published: Thursday, December 1, 2011

Seeking to address what they see as flawed U.S. chemical regulations, businesses ranging
from Staples and Hewlett-Packard to architecture firms this week launched efforts to rid
products of potentially harmful substances. The efforts appear to be far-reaching and
include a set of principles and protocols for the design of products that do not pose a
threat to human health or the environment. "What we do is work together to say where
we want to get to and how we can make progress to get there," said Mark Rossi of the
BizNGO Group, a coalition of businesses that includes companies ranging from Staples
to Nike. Rossi's group is holding a conference this week at Staples' headquarters in
Framingham, Mass., for manufacturers and environmental groups where it is unveiling
two documents on how to phase toxic chemicals out of products.

The first, "Principles for Sustainable Plastics," is a guide for monitoring the lifecycle of
plastics, from the manufacture to how it is used in products. The second, "Chemical
Alternatives Assessment Protocol," provides a framework for companies to consider



when phasing out potentially harmful chemicals from its products so they avoid an
equally problematic replacement. The idea, said Roger McFadden of Staples and a
member of the coalition, is to provide a way to measure progress for industry. "BizNGO
is delivering the tools we need to create benchmarks for progress to safer chemicals and
sustainable materials in a doable and pragmatic way that any business can implement,"
McFadden said.

The coalition's work comes as consumers have become increasingly aware of and
outspoken about harmful chemicals in products. At the same time, the 1976 Toxic
Substances Control Act (TSCA) -- which grants U.S. EPA the authority to regulate
chemicals -- is the country's only major environmental statute to never receive a
significant congressional update, and public health advocates say the law fails to
sufficiently protect consumers. The Senate is currently debating Sen. Frank Lautenberg's
(D-NJ.) "Safe Chemicals Act," which would overhaul the way chemicals are regulated
and require manufacturers to prove their substances are safe before they go on the
market.

Rossi emphasized that while debates over TSCA reform can often become contentious
between industry and public health advocates, his group's documents show they can find
common ground. "These strategies demonstrate the ability of business and environmental
health leaders to collaborate for the development of a clear roadmap to producing
products with safer chemicals and sustainable plastics," he said.

The efforts have won praise from environmental groups. Some note, however, that TSCA
reform is essential to obtain far-reaching changes. "The steps these industry leaders are
taking are encouraging and we commend them, but voluntary measures can only go so far
in the absence of comprehensive TSCA reform," said Jason Rano of the Environmental
Working Group.

Architects urge caution on building materials

In the same vein, Perkins+Will, a leading commercial architecture design firm, launched
a public database this week that includes information on building materials that are
suspected to pose health risks. The information, available online

<http://transparency .perkinswill.com/default.cshtml> ,

is the result of two years of research based on government-published scientific papers
focused primarily on asthma and flame retardants. The research, said Peter Syrett, an
associate principle at the company, is based on a "precautionary principle" -- that
designers should be careful about using the substances. "Our government health
infrastructure is raising the flag on some substances," Syrett said. "All we're saying is
those substances are in our buildings, and we care about that as interior designers and
architects."

The effort, said Chris Youssef, Perkins+Will's healthy materials expert, started when the
firm was commissioned to design a cancer center in Brooklyn 10 years ago. The
designers wanted the building to be completely free of carcinogenic materials but found it
was very difficult to obtain reliable health information on building materials. Syrett said
there is a significant demand for this information, especially considering the difficulty of
accessing it through government sources such as the TSCA database. He added that the
database is part of a "larger multi-industry progression" toward ingredient transparency.
The effort is leading to changes from major corporations and better product labeling. "We
really believe we are at a tipping point, a moment of transformation in the marketplace,"
he said. "This list is a tool to allow them to make those connections more clearly and
strongly."
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