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Tool Kit Item #8
Getting The Toxic 25
Out of Your Home
Audit Your Home
Most people don’t realize it, but the 25 priority ChemTRAC chemicals profiled in Tool Kit #2
are not just coming from industries. You may be contaminating the air in your own home
with the very same chemicals, thanks to common everyday products. Formaldehyde in
nail polish, dichloromethane in paint stripper -- who would have thought cancer-causing
substances would be allowed in our products! Air tests have found that pollution inside
people’s homes can be higher than the pollution outside.
An audit of your own house may be as important to your health as an audit of your
community. It can also contribute to the City’s efforts to reduce its overall pollution burden.
The fewer toxic chemicals going into the air and down the drain means the less total
pollution there is in the City. Here are suggestions on how to do your audit:

1

Gather every product in your home that contains any one of the toxic 25 or any 		
other hazardous chemicals you wish to avoid. Look for products with warning
labels that are framed in an octagon that looks like a traffic stop sign. This means
the contents of the container are dangerous. The yellow octagon will often be on
products like furniture polish or windshield washer fluid.

2

Dispose of these products at your local hazardous waste facility. Locations
in Toronto and times for household hazardous waste drop offs can be found
at www.toronto.ca/garbage/hhw.htm The City’s website also lists Community 		
Environment Days when household hazardous waste and recyclable goods can
be dropped off at a convenient local spot.
		Go to www.toronto.ca/environment_days/schedule.htm

3

Replace them, if they are essential, with alternatives containing nontoxic ingredients.

Ready to start? Let’s go through the rooms of your house and see what’s there.

The Kitchen
Household cleaners: Check your cleaning products. The good news is that, in response
to popular demand, many companies are now offering non-toxic products. However, if
you’re still using conventional products, they can be a serious source of Volatile Organic
Compounds (VOCs) released into the air of your home when they’re used. Cleaning
products -- window cleaners, oven and drain cleaners, furniture polish, floor polish and wax,
and disinfectants – may contain many other harsh ingredients that can affect your health.
Disinfectants may contain formaldehyde, for example.
It’s hard to know exactly which cleaning products contain the most harmful chemicals
because companies do not have to list ingredients on their labels. Some companies now
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make ingredient lists available on their websites, so it may be possible to check out some
products. For example, Colgate reveals what’s in some of its products at www.colgate.ca/
app/Colgate/CA/EN/HC/HomePage.cvsp Ingredient disclosure is important, and those
products that do list their ingredients are likely to be the better alternatives.
An easier way to find less toxic cleaners is to look for third-party certified products.
If Canada’s EcoLogo or the US Green Seal are on the labels, then these products are
likely free of carcinogens and other toxic chemicals. They should be free of the “toxic
25”. EcoLogo-certified products for home use can be found at www.ecologo.org/en/
greenproducts/. It features companies like NatureClean in Markham that makes nontoxic cleaners for general cleaning, dishwashing, laundry and even body care. NatureClean
products are also widely available.
Or make your own non-toxic cleaning products. It may be an “extreme” green solution
but it is one way to make sure your cleaner is safe. Most cleaning can be done with very
simple things like baking soda, lemon juice and vinegar. Recipes from the David Suzuki
Foundation for green cleaning can be found at http://www.davidsuzuki.org/publications/
resources/2011/green-cleaning-recipes/index.php
Here’s one example…
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Air Fresheners: Far from “freshening” the air, sprays or plug-in air fresheners release many
hazardous chemicals into the air of your home. Fresheners can contain hundreds of different
fragrance chemicals, many of them untested, many of them toxic. There’s no way of knowing
what you’re putting into the air. Some products mask existing smells while others coat the
nasal passage with an oily film. Opening the windows and bringing in real “fresh” air is one
way to deal with odours, or a bowl of baking soda strategically placed. Baking soda absorbs
odours naturally. Ditto for the bathroom.
Pesticides: Pesticides are meant to get rid of pests – whether they’re weed killers, insect
killers, flea products, moth crystals or fertilizer with weed killer. As the word “killer” suggests,
they are almost always toxic. The formulas are secret but pesticides can contain polycyclic
aromatic hydrocarbons (PAHs). Since the City and then the province of Ontario restricted
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the use of harmful cosmetic pesticides for use on lawns or gardens, companies have come
up with many non-toxic alternatives that are widely available. If you have old pesticide
products stored away, check the active ingredients shown on the package and get rid of
them at a hazardous waste depot.
And just as there are alternatives to weed-killers, there are also less toxic ways to get rid
of insects. An excellent resource for alternative pesticides (and household cleaners) is the
CancerSmart 3.1 Guide available at www.toxicfreecanada.ca/ Alternatives to pesticides can
also be found at: www.beyondpesticides.org/alternatives/factsheets/index.htm

The Laundry
Laundry detergents, fabric softeners and dryer sheets: A University of Washington study
of a popular laundry detergent, fabric softener, dryer sheets and air fresheners found 58
different VOCs in the products. Fragrance ingredients in these products are likely sources
of some VOCs. Because of this, it make sense to avoid products with fragrance as much
as possible.
Look for green-certification labels like Ecolabel or Green Seal to find safer laundry products.
Companies like NatureClean, Ecover, Sun & Earth, Seventh Generation and OxyPrime offer
products that are less toxic than conventional laundry products. There are even alternatives
to chlorine bleaches. Chlorine can lead to the creation of chloroform and other dangerous
byproducts such as dioxin. Non-chlorine bleaches include OxyBoost or Ecover’s hydrogenperoxide based alternative.
Or make your own. Here’s another suggestion,
this time for a green laundry detergent.
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Living Room
Furniture: Pressed wood used in furniture or other wood products can contain
formaldehyde. Pressed wood can release formaldehyde and other volatile organic
compounds (VOCs) into the air of your home. Plastic furniture and toys can expose you
and your family to VOCs through their offgassing. This is not a problem with solid wood
furniture. As well as solid wood, many other natural materials are now available for flooring,
shelving and decks.
Lead paint: If your home was built before 1978 and any of the original paint remains, care
should be taken during renovations. Disturbing the lead paint and releasing it into the air as
dust can result in unnecessary exposure to lead. To avoid this, hire a professional to renovate
your home. Alternatively, if you are doing it yourself, take precautions: isolate the area where
you are working by covering doorways and vents with plastic sheeting and tape; cover all
furniture with plastic; use a respirator; ventilate the area; and hepavacuum the dust every day.
These are all important for avoiding exposure. For more on lead in older homes, see Canada
Mortgage and Housing’s fact sheet at www.cmhc-schl.gc.ca/en/co/maho/yohoyohe/
inaiqu/inaiqu_007.cfm
Carpet Cleaners: Carpet cleaners often contain 2-butoxyethanol, a suspected reproductive
toxicant. Although it’s not on the City’s list, it’s still one to be careful with. Like other
cleaning products, there are companies that make less toxic alternatives. Carpet stains
should be removed as quickly as possible with water or club soda. Baking soda and water
also work as cleaning agents for carpets.

The Bathroom
Personal Care Products: Shampoos, bath products, cleansers, mouthwash, toothpastes –
you never know what chemicals might be found in these products. Many contain
fragrance, which can be any combination of 3,000 different synthetic chemicals. For help
in sorting out the good from the not-so-good, look up your products on the SkinDeep
Database. For help in finding less toxic products, see the Guide to Less Toxic Products at
www.lesstoxicguide.ca
Thermometers: Thermometers have always used mercury to gauge your temperature when
you’re sick. When it’s enclosed, it’s safe enough, but if your thermometer breaks and you’re
replacing it, look for the new mercury-free thermometers.
Polyvinyl Chloride (PVC): Shower curtains, bath toys and many other common plastic
products in your home are made of polyvinyl chloride (PVC). Shower curtains release
many different VOCs. Avoid purchasing plastic #3, PVC/vinyl. For more nformation, try
Greenpeace’s PVC Alternatives Database.

The Bedroom
Dry Cleaning Clothes: Perchloroethylene, or perc (the same as tetrachloroethylene), is what
most dry cleaners use to dry clean your clothes. When clothes come back from the cleaners,
they still have residues of perc in them. Studies show that people breathe low levels of this
chemical both in rooms where dry-cleaned goods are stored and as they wear them (US
EPA). If your clothes have a strong chemical odour when you pick them up, do not accept
them until they have been properly dried. If available, clean your “dry clean only” clothes at
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a dry cleaning facility that does not use trichloroethylene. Look for dry cleaners that use wet
cleaning techniques, carbon dioxide cleaning or Green Earth. Or, safer yet, when possible buy
clothes that can be washed and don’t require dry cleaning. Spot cleaning products may also
use trichloroethylene for their effectiveness.
Shoe cleaners and Waterproofing Sprays: Shoe cleaners can contain dimethicone or
trichloroethylene, while waterproofing sprays and shoe cleaning sprays may contain
trichloroethylene. Minimize or avoid the use of these products, or use outdoors if you choose
to use them.
Permanent Press Fabrics: If you’re trying to avoid ironing, you might buy permanent press
fabrics. However, be aware that formaldehyde may be added to give clothes that permanent
press feature.
Cosmetics: Many brands of nail polish have formaldehyde, while nail polish remover usually
contains acetone. Safer water-based nail polishes and polish remover are available from a
Canadian company called Suncoat. Information and materials (some bilingual) can be found
on Environmental Defence’s website justbeautiful.ca
Children’s Toys and Jewellery: Tests by Health Canada show that children’s toys and
jewellery can contain lead and cadmium. Children’s jewellery which looks silver may actually
contain high lead and cadmium levels. Plastic toys may also have lead as an unintentional
additive.

The Basement or GaragE
Stored fuels: Fuels such as kerosene for space heaters or gasoline for lawn mowers stored
in a garage or basement can be sources of benzene and other hazardous VOCs.
Paints: Paints may contain such toxic ingredients as ethylbenzene and release VOCs.
Fortunately, many paint companies now offer low VOC or VOC free paints to make painting
a less hazardous task. Any painting that’s done in your home should be done with maximum
ventilation during painting. It’s also important to buy what you are going to use and to
avoid having paint left over when possible. Paint supplies and special fuels that are not
used immediately should be discarded. Paint cans, when they are being stored, should be
tightly sealed so that paint does not continue to release low levels of VOCs. And be careful
with aerosol spray paints. They can be particularly harmful to your lungs because the small
particles make it easier to inhale the chemicals.
Paint Strippers: Some paint strippers contain the carcinogen methylene chloride
(dichloromethane). Try to avoid these products.
Automobile Emissions: Cars housed in attached garages can also be a source of benzene
in the home. Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation (CMHC) found that houses
with attached garages had measurable levels of benzene while houses without attached
garages had little or no benzene. This is why it is important not to idle your car in a garage.
Information on ways to minimize the benzene in homes with attached garages can be found
at: www.cmhc-schl.gc.ca/en/co/maho/yohoyohe/inaiqu/inaiqu_010.cfm
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Finished Your Audit?
When you’ve finished auditing your home and have identified the hazardous products that
you no longer want to keep, they need to be disposed of safely. If you live in the City of
Toronto, please visit http://www.toronto.ca/garbage/hhw.htm for more information on
available drop-off and collection services for Household Hazardous Waste. If you live outside
of Toronto, please contact your municipal solid waste department.

Do your own sleuthing:
-

Toronto Public Health’s resource ‘Hidden Exposures’:
http://www.toronto.ca/health/hphe/pdf/hidden_exposures.pdf
Care2 Healthy Home: http://www.care2.com/greenliving/
Global Steward’s Your Home and Your Garden sections: http://globalstewards.org/
The New Jersey Department of Environment has a one-page fact sheet that offers 		
alternatives to indoor pesticides:
www.nj.gov/dep/enforcement/pcp/bpo/pem/handouts/Doc13_IndoorPests.pdf
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