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Research on the environment and women’s health 

Collaborations:  Harvard, Brown, UC Berkeley, Centers 
for Disease Control, MBCC, Communities for a Better 
Environment … 

Funders:  National Institutes of Health, National Science 
Foundation, US EPA, Avon, private donors, foundations … 

Science publications: Cancer, Environmental Health 
Perspectives, Environmental Science & Technology, 
American Journal of Public Health . . .  
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Why study pollution 
in homes? 
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Many chemical suspects 

 Carcinogens damage DNA 

 Endocrine disruptors 
may make tumors grow 

 Developmental toxicants 
increase susceptibility 
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Example Mammary Carcinogens 

 ionizing radiation 
 gasoline 
 auto exhaust, air pollution  
 paint remover, solvents 
 flame retardants 
 pesticides 
 moldy grain 
 water disinfection byproducts 
 nonstick coatings 

• benzene 

• PAHs 

• ethylene oxide 

 
Rudel et al., 2007, Cancer 
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Example Endocrine Disruptors 

 pesticides 

 food packaging 

 laundry detergent 

 hair spray 

 fragrances 

 

 sunscreen 

 plastics 

 disinfectants 

 flame retardants 

 soybeans 
 lavender 

 

 oral contraceptives,     
HRT, DES 

• phthalates 

• parabens 

• bisphenol A 

• PCBs 
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Household Exposure Study 

 170 homes 

 Air, dust, urine 

 89 endocrine 
disruptors 

 30 measured for the 
first time indoors 

 

 

 
Rudel et al. 2003 ES&T 
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Cape Cod, MA 



Slide 10 

w w w. s i l e n t s p r i n g . o r g  

 



Slide 11 

w w w. s i l e n t s p r i n g . o r g  

 67 EDCs 

 27 pesticides 

 DDT 2/3 of homes 

 Phthalates - 100% homes 

 Phenols, parabens abundant 

 Flame retardants  
higher than Europe 

 All  homes above guidelines 

 28 detected EDCs have no 
health guidelines 

 Some people - very high levels 

 
 

 

Rudel et al. 2003 ES&T 
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Rudel, Seryak, and Brody (2008) 

Consumer product source of PCBs 
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Richmond, CA 
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Fingerprint from heavy oil 

 High vanadium and nickel 
outdoors and indoors  
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In our bodies: PBDE blood levels in California 
nearly two fold higher than rest of the U.S.  

Analysis conducted with 
NHANES national survey data 
from the  Centers for Disease 
Control (n=1771) 
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* * * * * 
* 

* * * * * * 
* 
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* * * * * * 
* * * * * 

* * * 
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Lessons 

 Exposure to EDCs is widespread 
 Chemicals used legally in the past have 

created health risks that are hard to find 
 Banning chemical doesn’t remove it 
 Household exposure can be significant %  
 Not knowing ingredients hinders exposure 

reduction 
 Future - test before use!   
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Local 
Polluter 

(refinery, ships) 

Products -  
hard to avoid 
(flame retardant) 

Products - 
individual can avoid 

(indoor pesticides) 

Exposure Science        Action      

Collective Action Individual Action 

State laws 

Consumer 
campaigns 

TUR! 

Organizing 

Permit hearings 

TUR! 

Product choices 

-IPM 

TUR! 
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What’s in it? 

Labeled ingredients: Spring 
water, natural flavors, CO2 

And in the container? 
PET (polyethylene 
terephthalate), heat 
stabilizers, UV stabilizers, 
flame retardants…  
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We asked manufacturers 
what’s in their products 

 34 companies/134 products 
 

Conventional (n=24) “Alternative” (n=10) 

Some Information
60%MSDS Only

20%

No Information
20%

No Information
53%

MSDS Only
13%

Some Information
17%

Claimed Proprietary
17%
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Consumer product testing 

Over 250 products tested for over 65 chemicals 
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Compounds of Interest 

Phthalates 

Anti-microbials 
(e.g. triclocarban) 

Parabens 

Phenols and APEOs 
(e.g. 4-nonylphenol) 

Fragrances  
(e.g. musk ketone) 
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Criteria for “Green” Products 

 Primarily plant-based ingredients  
 Paraben-free 
 Fragrance-free (allow some botanical  

extracts, except tea tree oil and lavender) 
 No ethanolamines 
 Not stain-resistant (e.g. no organofluorines) 
 No anti-microbials (e.g. triclosan, Microban) 
 No alkylphenol-based surfactants 
 No dichlorobenzene 
 No phthalates 
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phthalates 

siloxanes 

UV 
blockers 

parabens 

glycol 
ethers 

natural 
and 

artificial 
fragrances 

anti-
microbials 

Preliminary results – do not cite 
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What can you do? 

www.silentspring.org 
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Safer Alternatives Bill 
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 Exposure research 
identifies opportunities to 
build on TURA successes 
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www.silentspring.org 
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