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Advance Praise for NO MORE DIRTY LOOKS

“This book is a wake-up call for all women who think that what you put on your body is not going to hurt you. O’Connor and Spunt offer an in-depth glimpse into the dangers lurking within the beauty industry, in a quick and engaging read that is tough to put down. No More Dirty Looks will arm consumers with knowledge, opening their eyes to products they should avoid and safer, healthier alternatives. Every woman I know is getting a copy.”

—Kim Barnouin, coauthor of the
 #1 New York Times best-seller Skinny Bitch



 


“I loved this book! No More Dirty Looks is a fabulous and enlightening guide to the cleanest skin, body, and hair care products. It belongs in every woman’s library and should be required reading for all skin and hair professionals!”

—Ann Louise Gittleman, Ph.D., New York Times
 best-selling author of The Fat Flush Plan



 


“No More Dirty Looks can save you from many toxic ingredients in cosmetics. Authors O’Connor and Spunt open a wide window to a world where personal care products and safety can co-exist and give you a better result with less pain and danger. The book reads as if the authors are talking with your body—from head to toe.”

—Ralph Nader
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The Truth about
 Your Beauty Products—
 and the Ultimate Guide to
 Safe and Clean Cosmetics
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Why We’re Coming Clean




THE BLOWOUT 

It started with a $400 promise. Get the Brazilian blowout—a fancy new keratin hairstyling treatment—and we’d have perfectly straight, wash-and-go hair for up to two months. This was a couple of years ago, at a time when we both had higher-paying jobs and less level heads. So we went to a posh West Hollywood salon, plopped down into comfy leather chairs, and flipped through tabloids as a mysterious solution was flat-ironed onto our hair. Our eyes watered and the backs of our throats burned, but we barely flinched when the salon offered us protective goggles.

Two teary-eyed hours later, we both had shiny, immaculately straight hair—identical in fact, save for the color. When we’d woken up that morning, our hair could not have been more different: Siobhan’s was long, thick, and blonde; Alexandra had a mass of brown curls. Now we looked like Betty and Veronica. As we ran our fingers through our pin-straight locks, we were amazed. It was so . . . pretty. And straight. And stinky.

That evening, over french fries and white wine, we nicknamed our ’dos “toxic molé” for their distinctly unorganic cocoa smell. Instructed to not wash or pin back our hair for forty-eight hours, we would have to get used to it, a sacrifice in the name of delightfully manageable hair.

As the weeks wore on and the stench wore off, our hair was a daily delight. We found the summer humidity tolerable and were happy that our morning routines had been halved. Still, something wasn’t sitting right. We’re both skeptics by nature and journalists by trade, and this feat of nature started seeming a little, well, unnatural. It would only be a matter of time before something clicked. A matter of time, or a matter of seriously shitty-looking hair, which is what happened next.

The shine had gone matte, our ends were decimated, and we had crowns of flyaways that were most certainly not there before. It was this comedown off the perfect-hair high that fueled our curiosity; we became intent on tracking down just what was in that mysterious solution. That’s when the research began and the panic set in. It started with basic Googling (which is never a good idea when you’re feeling nervous). We found an article about a woman who’d died days after a similar treatment, asphyxiated by the noxious fumes. As it turns out, the magic ingredient in our lovely Brazilian blowout was not keratin after all.1 It was formaldehyde.2


Before long, we were poring over decades worth of scientific studies and learning the unfamiliar language of chemistry, one fourteen-letter word at a time. At first, it raised more questions than it answered: Why on earth would a beauty treatment contain a known carcinogen? How is that even legal? We considered that it may be an exception to the rule: one rogue company in an otherwise safeguarded industry that was taking  advantage of our vanity. But as we dug further, we opened up a Pandora’s box of bad news.

We began studying the ingredient lists of our shampoos, our bronzers, our body lotions, and our nail polishes. We noticed a lot of the same words over and over again—propylene glycol, methylparaben, “fragrance”—so we looked them up in medical-research databases. We learned that in addition to the noxious chemicals in our pricey blowouts, there were sketchy ingredients in just about everything we used—from our daily shampooing to our biweekly manicures. We also learned that only 11 percent of the 10,500 ingredients determined by the Food and Drug Administration (FDA) to be in use by the cosmetics industry have been tested for safety by a publicly accountable agency. Of the ones we do know about, some are flat-out dangerous to our health, others are questionable at best, and most are doing almost nothing to improve the quality, feel, and health of our skin and hair.3 So not only are these products wreaking some unspeakable havoc on our bodies, they’re also making us look worse.


What a drag, we thought. Like most women, we had an arsenal of products we swore by. We’d given these brands our trust (and our money) for years. But then something incredible happened. As we started switching to clean beauty products, we began to feel and see a difference in our appearances. And it was a good difference. Our skin was clearer, our hair calmed down—we even smelled better once we found a decent natural deodorant.

It makes sense: the bottom line for most businesses is just that—the bottom line. Large cosmetics companies have huge product runs that must be able to withstand years on the shelf and remain stable in all kinds of climates and conditions. This  kind of manufacturing is not always going to be about supplying you with the highest-quality, most beautifying ingredients for your buck. So they pad their products with cheap, widely accepted fillers, and spend the big coin on marketing campaigns.

But it’s not as though they don’t know the science. They’ve read the same reports we have, and then some. So why are they selling us these things? In the words of one industry scientist whose employer charges $250 for a 2-ounce pot of face cream, “Because we can.”




OUTSIDE IN 

Skin is a moody organ, finicky about what it lets in and what it keeps out. Yes, it is a protective layer, which is why when you spill water on yourself, you don’t melt like the Wicked Witch of the West. At the same time, our dermis does let in lots of other things we put on it—as much as 60 percent, by some accounts.4


If you’ve ever tried to quit smoking, you may be familiar with the nicotine patch. If you were lucky, it gave you Technicolor dreams and curbed your cigarette cravings by supplying you with a steady flow of nicotine. The patch can do that thanks to transdermal absorption, an effective way of getting all kinds of things right into your bloodstream. Skin is a popular delivery route for many medications, precisely because it’s so direct. Think about that. Now think about how much you put on your skin, and how often.

You probably bathe daily. Every other day, sometimes? Fair enough; us, too. But every time we decide we want to wash, plump, moisturize, nourish, shine, buff, soften, bronze, and otherwise  play around with how we look and feel, we are reaching for a bottle whose contents are largely a mystery. That’s not because we’re all idiots; that’s the way the cosmetics industry has set it up. They will boast about one or two ingredients in their ads—usually the natural ones—while obscuring the bulk of the ingredients in four-point font in a barely contrasting color on the edge of the bottle. And yet ingredient lists are the most transparent thing these companies provide us.

Now consider that many of us use up to twenty products a day, from body wash to mascara, and everything in between. With each product containing anywhere from twenty to fifty or more ingredients—not to mention artificial fragrance, which we’ll get to—that’s up to one thousand chemicals we’re exposing ourselves to every single day, sometimes twice a day, without having a clue what these things are, not to mention how they interact together in the bottle and on our bodies.

Meanwhile, no independent authority or government agency is monitoring what cosmetics companies put in our products. The FDA’s Office of Cosmetics and Colors has a couple of rules in place, and it likes to say it regulates the industry, but a closer look reveals that the beauty business is, in fact, almost entirely self-regulated. That isn’t to say that no safety testing is being done; it’s just that it’s being done almost exclusively by the cosmetics companies themselves. It’s a system whose checks and balances are woefully inadequate, allowing for the widespread use of some pretty questionable substances.

That’s because the cosmetics laws in the United States haven’t really changed since 1938. Since then, cosmetics have gotten incredibly sophisticated and have exploded into a $35 billion industry. Unchecked business, massive profits, and outdated laws: remind you of any other industries?




WHERE THIS BOOK COMES IN 

If cruising government websites, poring over toxicological data, and performing science experiments on your face isn’t your idea of fun, don’t worry—because it’s ours. We’ve spent thousands of hours digging up all kinds of things the beauty industry doesn’t want you to know, and now we’re going to share them with you. We’re also going to take a good hard look at the ingredients in our everyday products, offer answers to all your pesky beauty problems, and show you how your current cosmetics might be contributing to them. Then (and this is the fun part), we will help you choose better, safer beauty products and learn easy do-it-yourself recipes you’ll love—these will have you looking, feeling, and smelling better in no time.

We’ve personally tried everything that we recommend in this book, and then some. Each product and recipe meets our standards in terms of quality, safety, and vanity—and we’re a picky pair. We also have temperamental skin, care about aging, worry about the environmental footprint of our products, and like to look our best. But fear not: we’re not going to force you to chuck your favorite night-out lipstick or tell you to give up highlights forever. We just want to help you minimize your health risks and make smarter, easier beauty choices.

To ease you through your transition, we have arranged our chapters by body part. We will look at the ingredients used in most products, walk you through the research, explore the health concerns associated with them, and then help you deepen your understanding of how your body works. Each chapter also contains easy-to-follow how-tos, a comprehensive guide of the best products out there—and some pot shots at the companies selling us all those crappy potions.




 RESISTING THE URGE TO BE TOTAL CONSPIRACY-THEORIST WACKJOBS 

Certainly, the question keeps popping up in our minds. If some cosmetics ingredients are dangerous—or at least not proven to be safe—then why on earth would a company use them? Are they trying to make us sick? Is it a great breast-cancer conspiracy? Not really. “Unlike the cigarette companies,” says Dr. Mitchell A. Kline, a top New York City dermatologist and researcher, “which had intent to obscure the medical studies, I don’t think these companies have intent. But I do think they are turning a blind eye. It has washed over them, and the inertia has carried them along.”

But why has nothing been done about it? As Dr. Michael DiBartolomeis, a toxicologist and the chief of the California Safe Cosmetics Program, says, “What regulatory agencies have to do is prove something is bad—so instead of manufacturers proving something is safe, it’s the other way around. It’s perfectly set up to allow lots of bad things out into the market.”

Then there’s the financial angle. We know that certain ingredients are super-cheap, and that they can extend the life of a product for years. We also know that not reformulating products is way easier, and a lot less expensive, than recalling and reformulating. And at the end of the day, if we get sick in twenty years, it’ll be really hard for anyone to prove it’s because we used some face cream our whole life. So it’s a little tricky.

We’re not suggesting that the cosmetics industry is deliberately poisoning us. But research about dozens of questionable ingredients is mounting, and it’s only going to become harder for them to ignore it. Concern about BPA, and phthalates more broadly, has garnered attention in the pages of leading newspapers  and magazines, and influential medical organizations are beginning to release strongly worded statements about how certain chemicals can adversely affect our bodies. A sea change is upon us, but resistance persists. As author and activist Stacy Malkan puts it, “The science we have on concerns about chronic, low-dose chemical exposure and the links to disease is all relatively new information. Not brand new—anyone paying attention knows about this. But there really is an entrenched belief that low-dose chemical exposure is okay. I think it’s hard for people after thirty years of a career to admit or acknowledge that things are entirely different from what they were taught. The other part of it, of course, is a corporate resistance to change that would cost time and money.”

Bingo. As Kline puts it, “It all has to come down to money. These are people who make billions of dollars selling products. It’s very difficult to beat them and their researchers by changing the law, which requires lobbying and a lot of money.”

That leaves us with some uncomfortable questions and unsatisfying answers. So allow us to introduce to you our “why bother” clause. As in, “If you can’t be sure a product is safe—and it’s not doing your looks any favors—why bother using it?” It’s our mantra. We hope it’ll be yours, too.
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The Regulation Game

Inside the Wild West of the Beauty Industry

 



 



 



Understanding how the beauty industry works is an essential part of the larger conversation we’re tackling here. While it may be boring to some, we find it strangely fascinating to see just how broken the system is. And to even think about changing it, we need to come from an informed place. So no yawning.

That said, if policy talk causes your eyes to glaze over, here are our CliffsNotes: no government agency has your back here. Companies can and do use pretty much anything they like in their products, because that’s how the laws are written. As a result, cosmetics companies—yes, even the fancy ones—tend to load up their products with cheap, mass-produced, and sometimes unsafe ingredients. And while they like to point to the FDA whenever anyone questions how safe their products are, the FDA’s rules about cosmetics barely even exist, and the ones that do aren’t readily enforced. Sure, companies test their products before they put them to market; it’s bad for business when people have noticeable adverse  reactions. But the rub is that these companies aren’t legally bound to do so. Why? Because the industry is, for all intents and purposes, a profit-focused, self-policed free-for-all.

Parts of the world have kept pace with the science and have adjusted their cosmetics laws accordingly. Canada, while similarly lax, shows encouraging signs that its ear is to the ground for chemicals of concern. Health Canada provides a hot list of restricted ingredients, but mostly it follows the FDA’s lead and relies largely on the safety data produced by the American product council—an industry umbrella that represents most of the brands you know by name.1 The European Union, meanwhile, has been on this stuff for years, banning a whopping one-thousand-plus ingredients that are still widely used in most of the products you find at the pharmacy. While American companies do reformulate for Europe, they do not elsewhere—and even the stricter E.U. laws have holes in them. With more than ten thousand chemicals in use by the cosmetics industry, everyone can stand to learn more about these products.

For the United States, here are the facts at a glance:
• The FDA does not test everyday personal-care products for safety before they hit the market.

• The FDA does not require companies to provide safety data about its products.

• If a product is found to be unsafe, the FDA cannot easily force a company to recall it.

• Most of the “safety” testing being done is focused on short-term reactions, such as rashes, and is conducted by the corporations that sell the products.

• No one knows the long-term effects of many of the chemicals used.

• Cosmetics companies can use almost any ingredient under the sun, without any oversight.

• Europe has banned more than one thousand ingredients for use in personal-care products. The United States has banned nine.

• Some ingredients can migrate into body tissue and do not leave the body right away.

• Leading public health experts say there is no such thing as a “safe” dosage of a carcinogen, yet several are still used in very common personal care products.

• Many toxic chemicals make it into your beauty products as byproducts and are therefore not listed on labels.

• The fragrance industry is protected under trade secret laws, which means the ingredients are not listed on labels at all.





That’s the short version; the long version is even juicier. But first, meet Betty Bridges, a registered nurse whose experience will help put some of these facts into perspective.




ONE WOMAN’S STORY 

Betty Bridges was at work when the first attack hit. It was 1988, and she was performing her routine duties at the health clinic when, all of a sudden, she couldn’t breathe. “I just could not get any air in,” she says now. But when she ran outside, the feeling was gone.

The clinic had recently changed its brand of all-purpose cleaner, and she quickly figured out that every time she came near it, her lungs would constrict. I must be allergic to something in it, she thought. But when she compared the ingredients  between the old cleaner and the new one, the only difference she noticed was that the new one contained “fragrance.”

Before long, the attacks began to hit more frequently. It wasn’t just cleaners triggering the reaction, but perfumes, detergents—even deodorant. She figured her reactions must be caused by a fairly common ingredient—it couldn’t be that hard to isolate. Oh, but it could. Due to consumer-unfriendly trade-secret laws and the fact that any one fragrance can contain  hundreds of different chemicals, identifying the offending ingredient would take Bridges eight years.

Noting that she reacted to one kind of clothing detergent and not another from the same brand, Bridges called up the manufacturer thinking they might be of assistance. It wasn’t as easy as that, though. She was told they wouldn’t be able to help her—that their formula was proprietary.

And thanks to laws that protect companies from having to give up ingredient lists for their fragrances (lest someone steal their secret formulas), that detergent manufacturer was well within its rights to tell her to buzz off.

But she stayed on the case. By 1995, her life had been severely impacted by her allergy. She’d left her job as a nurse, working instead at her husband’s cabinet shop where she could avoid scents that triggered her reactions. “But if a guy came in wearing cologne,” she says with a laugh, “I would run to the back.”

Around that time, she began posting online about her condition and reading everything she could. Finally, she found a sympathetic fragrance chemist who offered to help. He instructed her to do some controlled testing with several products. Once she narrowed it down, he sent her four pure chemical samples that he suspected might be triggering her reactions,  which she then took to her doctor’s office. Lo and behold, when her doctor assessed her breath after inhaling one of the chemicals, they finally had their answer. It is called, mysteriously, CAS No. 122-40-7. Also known as amyl cinnamal, CAS No. 122-40-7 is a floral-smelling liquid used in all kinds of detergents, shampoos, and bath products—which is why Bridges had trouble getting away from the stuff.2


Bridges channeled her frustration into even more research—most of it sourced directly from the fragrance industry. She poured her findings into an exhaustive website, fpinva.org, and became a fragrance-industry watchdog of sorts. She teamed up with another activist, Barb Wilkie, and together they sent a popular perfume they’d been hearing complaints about to a fragrance analysis lab in New York.3 “Forty-two chemicals were identified,” Bridges says, “but when I went to research the first ingredient listed [Iso E Super], it had very little [safety] data available. And despite this, the product carried no warning label.” Among the other chemicals identified were endocrine disruptors and suspected carcinogens.4


With the help of the Environmental Health Network of California, Bridges and Wilkie petitioned the FDA in 1999 to declare the product misbranded. They also say they produced about one thousand letters of support. So far, the FDA has taken no action.




MEET THE FDA 

You’re going to hear the FDA mentioned pretty frequently here, and not because we have such a rage on for them (though we’ll certainly take a few jabs where they’re warranted). It’s just that  most of us have never had a clear understanding of what they do or, as in the case of cosmetics, don’t do.

If you’re like us, you probably assume that the FDA’s Office of Cosmetics and Colors regulates your beauty products in some way or another. You figure that your lipstick, your shampoo, and your stretch mark cream have all been tested and approved by some public health agency that says, “Yup, this is safe.” You also might imagine that there are loads of ingredients that companies can’t use because they’re unsafe or untested, and won’t use because they’re disgusting—things like formaldehyde and crushed beetles.

See, that’s what would make sense. But alas, in this upside-down world, ’tis not the case (not even the part about bugs, though starting in 2011 companies will have to list them as cochineal or carmine on the label).5 Instead, the FDA is essentially a cosmetics regulation figurehead. It seems powerful, and the cosmetics companies like to say they are in compliance with FDA regulations, but that agency doesn’t even have the authority to give pre-market approval of finished products. So what exactly are these companies “complying” with? Not a whole lot.

The FDA can’t require manufacturers to send in lists of the ingredients they’re using. And while the European Union has banned more than one thousand ingredients for use in cosmetics, the FDA has banned or restricted only nine.6 Then, when something goes wrong—like a string of allergic reactions or some other unintended effect—the FDA can’t even force a recall of a cosmetic. Instead, the agency can recommend a recall to the company that makes the product. And if said company doesn’t play nice, and the FDA has registered public complaints about a certain product, it can take them to court.7 As you can probably guess, that doesn’t happen all that often.

Sounds insane, but think about it: you know how when you go to the farmers market, there’s always a nice hippie chick selling soaps she made in her kitchen? That’s a decent (if loose) comparison to how the beauty giants operate. She, like the major cosmetics corporations, doesn’t have to tell the FDA who she is, what’s in the stuff she’s selling, nor must she report it if someone’s skin turns blue after using her lotion.8


When this finally sank in, it really burned us up, especially since none of it is actually a secret. Anyone who’s ventured as far as the FDA’s website knows as much. It’s all written there in plain language. But just because the information is publicly available does not mean people know about it or, more important, that it makes any sense.

Without regulatory safeguards in place, our health is in the hands of a couple of cosmetics-industry trade organizations, both of which have financial ties to the beauty business. You’ll get to know them in a second, but understand that they are large, well funded, and incredibly influential. (One scientist we spoke to likened them to the Mafia, another to the lobbyists for Big Tobacco in its heyday.) These trade groups insist they work with impartial experts who have public safety in mind, and that may very well be true. But they also spend a lot of time and money lobbying against government regulation of personal-care products.

For the record, we’re not a couple of commie government-control cheerleaders. In fact, more stringent oversight might put significant strain on some brands we know and love (not to mention the soap lady at the farmers market). It would cost quite a chunk of change and time and manpower to jump through federal hoops providing toxicological data, complying with quality control regulations, and so on. Our hunch, though,  is that folks who care about your safety would do it, and they would do it with a smile on their face. Because it’s their opinion, and ours, that anything that gets inside your body—prescription drugs, food, and ingredients in almost all cosmetics—should come with the reassurance that it is safe. And if it’s not, we should be given a clear sense of the risks involved. Until then, combing ingredient lists on labels and asking good questions is your best move (more about how to do this in Chapter 3). First, though . . .




A LITTLE HISTORY 

One hundred years ago, consumables, drugs, and cosmetics were sort of a free-for-all. It sounds kind of fun (Cocaine for breakfast! Aphrodisiacs for dinner!), but people were getting sick, and the public was starting to panic. In 1906, the feds stepped in. The Food and Drug Act of 1906 was the first major law of its kind, and though it didn’t cover cosmetics, it did put limits on what the food and drug industries could get away with.9 The act initiated the process of governments protecting our health from companies trying to make a quick buck. It dealt mostly with labeling regulations and the use of chemical additives in foods, so like, if you say it’s beef, it better not be horsemeat, and it better not have poisonous preservatives in it. 10


That act also showed that when it comes to getting laws changed, the squeaky wheel gets the grease. The law was ratified, thanks in large part to growing pressure from Bureau of Chemistry chief Harvey Washington Wiley and shit disturbers like Upton Sinclair, both of whose research was causing quite the stir among consumers. (Sinclair’s 1906 novel, The Jungle,  was a harsh indictment of the meatpacking industry, and after  the book came out, meat sales plummeted. It spawned a President Roosevelt-backed investigation into the business, and eventually practices changed. The book is considered a major impetus to the Food and Drug Act’s passing.)11


But while that act got the ball rolling, it also left a lot of room for enterprising businesses. In the next few decades, all kinds of crazy products made it to market, including a growing number of promise-filled and problematic cosmetics. Exhibit A: Lash Lure, a permanent mascara that caused blindness, severe disfiguration, and at least one death.12 Exhibit B: Kormelu, a depilatory cream laced with carcinogenic rat poison.13


It wasn’t until 1930 that the Bureau of Chemistry and other governing bodies got reshuffled and officially became the FDA. From the get-go, the FDA faced mounting pressure to extend its jurisdiction to cover cosmetics. Word was out that the industry was the Wild West, and in the early 1930s, the New Republic published several essays about the dangers of unregulated beauty products.14 The American Medical Association, too, was on the bandwagon.15 Within a few years, the FDA as we know it now took shape.

Finally, a new bill was sponsored. This one included cosmetics and sought to overhaul existing food and drug regulation as well, but it took a national tragedy for it to garner real attention: in 1937, more than one hundred people died, including many children, after ingesting a pediatric “miracle” drug that turned out to contain an ingredient closely related to antifreeze. The following year, the revised 1938 Food, Drug, and Cosmetic Act passed, putting cosmetics under federal regulation for the first time.

The 1938 act defined what cosmetics are, how they should be labeled, and said that decaying, harmful, and poisonous substances can’t be used in them.16 (It stopped short of specifics,  though.) It excluded soap and hair dyes from this already limited scope, and has remained largely unchanged ever since.

Among the small changes since 1938 was the 1960 Color Additive Amendment, which was enacted due to growing concern about dyes in food and—you guessed it—beauty products. That amendment banned the use of colors shown to cause cancer in humans or animals, and required pre-market approval of color additives by the FDA.17 Later that decade, a labeling act passed saying that any cosmetics that move across state borders (which in modern times means basically all of them) must be honestly labeled.18


In 1973, things got interesting: a Democratic senator from Missouri, Thomas Eagleton, proposed a bill that, had it passed, would have rendered this whole conversation moot. He wanted the FDA to begin conducting pre-market clearance of cosmetics, wanted full ingredient disclosure, wanted cosmetics companies to register with the FDA, felt that complaint-filing should be streamlined, and so on.19 It would have meant a massive shift and would have addressed a lot of the concerns activists and consumers still hold today. But the cosmetic industry trade organization—the one that claims to have our safety in mind—fought hard against it and won. It won again in 1988 when Ron Wyden, a Democrat from Oregon, proposed a similar bill.20 That one, obviously, didn’t go anywhere, either.




WHERE WE ARE TODAY 

Welcome to today. If you think we’re skipping over a few decades to save you the boring history lesson, you’re mistaken. Sure, some things changed here and there, some papers were  pushed around, but the FDA’s Cosmetics and Colors Office operates pretty much the same way it always has, because that’s all the law will permit it to do. The FDA says that companies are required to provide adequate proof of a product’s safety, and that if they can’t, they have to have a label on it saying so. We don’t know about you, but we’ve never seen a product label at Sephora that says “Warning: The safety of this product has not been determined,” although many probably should.

In the meantime, cosmetics have gotten incredibly sophisticated. Your grandma’s cold cream isn’t the anti-aging silver bullet anymore. Now it’s products with “nanoparticles,” promises of “bioperformance,” and other sciencey terms that blur the line between cosmetics and drugs (and push the limits of the English language, too). Industry people like to call them “cosmeceuticals,” a cute hybrid term that is not recognized by the FDA as having any legal definition, so it can mean anything the beauty companies want it to mean.21 We’re not talking about your prescription Retin-A here, which contains a regulated drug. We’re talking about the anti-wrinkle aisle at the pharmacy or department store, with all its pretty bottles and outrageous promises. Some of their druglike ingredients and therapeutic druglike claims should certainly merit their being treated as drugs under the law. Because guess what? Drugs do need to be assessed by the FDA before they hit the market. Yet not your fancy wrinkle cream.

If any of this sounds like bullshit, we encourage you to take five minutes to Google “FDA” and “cosmetics” and read the official government literature yourself. You’ll find that “with the exception of color additives and a few prohibited ingredients, a cosmetics manufacturer may, on his own responsibility, use  essentially any raw material as a cosmetics ingredient and  market the product without approval” (emphasis ours). It’s all written in plain English. There’s even an easy-to-read FAQ.

Turns out, we’re not the only ones who think the laws are a little out of date. In the first decade of the twenty-first century, consumer advocacy groups such as the Environmental Working Group and their Campaign for Safe Cosmetics, Teens Turning Green, a handful of politicians, public health researchers, and journalists have been working overtime to change these outdated laws and/or educate consumers. In 2009, U.S. Representative Jan Schakowsky told the Washington Post: “The fact that we are bathing our kids in products contaminated with carcinogens shows how woefully out of date our cosmetics laws are and how urgently they need to be updated. . . . The science has moved forward; now the FDA needs to catch up and be given the authority to protect the health of Americans.”

We agree with her. But a lot would have to change. The Cosmetics and Colors Office at the FDA is only as powerful as Congress makes it. In 2009, the FDA’s cosmetics office had an annual allowance of $5.5 million22—less than 0.2 percent of the FDA’s total annual budget. The office also has only about thirty people on its staff.23 With the laws set up as they are, and with those limited resources, there’s a lot more they can’t do, than can.

We would love to see Congress give the FDA the go-ahead to reinvent itself. But for that to happen, it’s going to take a major shift in public opinion and spending and a lot of pressure on lawmakers to create policy change. That’s why we need you to suffer through a couple more pages of this stuff. Because when you begin to proselytize about this to your friends and family, to your boyfriends, and to the stranger on the subway, we don’t want you to be written off as some ill-informed reactionary  dork. We want you armed and dangerous with the two most convincing weapons: (1) stone cold facts, and (2) a hotter you. We’re gonna get to the latter soon. Promise.





INSIDE THE BEAUTY BUSINESS 

The Personal Care Product Council (PCPC) is the big, huge, powerful industry group that represents more than six hundred cosmetics companies, which together account for almost all the products on shelves nationwide. The council has been around in some form or another since the late 1800s, and its member list is a who’s-who of the beauty biz. Check out the stuff in your bathroom and most of it probably comes from one of its members. L’Oréal? Check. Avon? Check. Elizabeth Arden, Chanel, Estée Lauder, Philosophy, Johnson & Johnson’s, Clarins, Revlon, Mary Kay, Colgate? Check.

The PCPC, which used to be called the CFTA (for clarity, though, we’re going to refer to them as the PCPC going forward), is made up of lobbyists, scientists, policy experts, public-relations folks, and a guy who used to head up the FDA’s cosmetics department. On its website is the claim that it is the “voice on scientific, legal, regulatory, legislative, and international issues for the personal care product industry.”24  That sums it up pretty well. It’s also the group that powers up the PR machine when someone says cosmetics might not be so good for you.

It makes sense. Bad press is bad for business, and together, its member companies are estimated to represent 80 percent of the products sold in the United States.25 That’s tens of billions of dollars worth of business. The council also prides itself on  its rigorous science, its consumer website that looks an awful lot like the Campaign for Safe Cosmetics’ (but without the comprehensive information), and its safety assessments, done through the Cosmetics Ingredient Review (CIR). CIR is a PCPC-funded panel of chemists and medical experts that assesses ingredients for safety. We know what you’re thinking: “Thank god someone is testing these things.” Right? Not so fast.

Another thing the PCPC does is lobby. If experience begets expertise, then the PCPC should be a pro by now, since the group had its first lobbying coup in 1919, when Prohibition threatened to imperil toiletries containing alcohol. (Don’t worry, though, they had the wording changed so that business could continue as usual.)26 It also did well in the 1970s, when proregulation sentiment was heating up, thanks to the Eagleton bill. The trade organization handled the matter dexterously, and in the end, it ended up working with the FDA to enact a new regulation that said companies must be able to substantiate their safety claims or else have a warning on the product—a vague and poorly enforced edict, and a far cry from the oversight Eagleton was after.

The PCPC has always wielded a lot of power, and that couldn’t be truer today. In the second quarter of 2008, it spent a comparatively meager half a million dollars lobbying against proposed regulations on cosmetics. That same year, it also arranged meetings between 150 legislators and industry representatives.  27 We’re educated-guessing here, but we assume that means industry executives telling politicians how safe cosmetics are, and that lawmakers should go ahead and back off. That same year, twenty-two states considered—and ultimately did  not pass—legislation related to labeling, safety, and ingredient-reporting.  28 The PCPC highlighted that as an accomplishment in its annual report.

Why does the PCPC need to lobby at all? Every controversial business does it. In 2009, one of the largest oil companies in the world was still paying lobbyists to push ideas that global-warming is a sham. Now, the tides are turning on cosmetics, too, and the industry is very much aware of it. It has been talking for years in its annual reports about “rumors and misinformation” spreading on the Internet, about “attacks” by activists, and about “anti-cosmetics” legislation in states such as California. As such, the PCPC has pledged to continue to reach out to politicians, legislators, thought leaders, and influencers, presumably to make sure they don’t get any crazy ideas, either.

Oh, and us. Don’t forget us. Cosmetics companies want us to love them and think nice things about them, too, so they hire our favorite celebrities to pose with their perfume, they have philanthropic efforts where they give away makeup to breast cancer patients, they sponsor community events, they donate money to research, and they advertise to us in our magazines.

See, they’re super good at what they do. That’s why in addition to having scientists on their staffs formulating and testing their products, they also lean on the Cosmetic Ingredient Review (CIR)—a panel that assesses safety on the industry’s behalf. Put on your lab coats, ladies. Time to meet some scientists.




A SCIENTIFIC SAFEGUARD? 

Recall, if you will, how in the 1970s, politicians and consumers were getting all worked up about the need for cosmetics regulation. Well, around then, the trade organization threw the FDA a bone and created its very own panel of safety experts. Founded in 1976, the Cosmetics Ingredient Review is made up  of nine voting members who give the PCPC recommendations on different ingredients.29 It’s also what the PCPC brings up when questions arise about a lack of regulation in the business, as if to say, “How could these be unsafe? Our independent panel of world-class experts works extremely hard to assess the safety of the ingredients we use.” And they would know how hard the CIR works, of course, because they’re the ones signing their paychecks.30


The CIR does not itself test ingredients or products, though. Instead, its panel reviews scientific research on high-priority ingredients, then meets four times a year to discuss the findings. These meetings are often open to other people, too—not just the nine voting members. At a March 2009 meeting, for example, there were reps from Unilever, Shiseido, L’Oréal, the FDA, and the PCPC.31


At these meetings, the CIR expert panel will discuss what it has found. If there is not enough data, it’ll say so and recommend that more tests be done. If there is enough data, the panel debates, discusses, and votes on the findings, and a final report is generated. That report gives safety recommendations. For example: Beauty Ingredient is safe the way it’s currently used; Beauty Ingredient is unsafe the way it’s currently used; or Beauty Ingredient is safe in concentrations up to X percent. Those reports then go to the PCPC, the FDA’s Cosmetics office, and others.

Between 1976 and 2008, the CIR assessed 1,468 ingredients for safety, all of which are listed in a Quick Reference Table on its website. That’s 11 percent of the ingredients listed in the cosmetic-ingredient dictionary that the PCPC uses.32 The PCPC insists that list is much longer than the list of chemicals it actually uses. (To which we say, “It’s your dictionary, guys. We’re  just doing the math.”) To this day, only nine ingredients have been deemed unsafe for use in cosmetics; the vast majority is deemed safe as used or safe with restrictions.33 Call us crazy, but that seems statistically fishy. To us, that means either the cosmetics companies are doing a bang-up job using only truly safe ingredients, or that the CIR’s criteria for calling an ingredient safe are a little loose.

It’s worth looking at what happens when the CIR does recommend specific limits on ingredients in beauty products. In a 2007 letter from Massachusetts Senator John Kerry (yes, that John Kerry) to the FDA, he cited a 2004 study by the Environmental Working Group (EWG) that found hundreds of products on the market in the United States in violation of CIR safety recommendations.34 Two years before that, someone from the FDA sent a strongly worded letter to the PCPC about that same study, saying it was considering “compliance action.”  35 None was taken.




INSIDE THE FRAGRANCE BUSINESS 

Before we dive in, don’t think for a second that if you don’t wear perfume that this next bit does not apply to you. “Fragrance” is listed as a single ingredient on the labels of just about everything you use. Because of trade-secret laws, however, that one word alone can represent as many as several hundred additional chemicals that do not need to be listed on labels.36 As you can imagine, this represents a unique obstacle for those of us trying to screen our products for dangerous substances.

Trying to find answers about how the fragrance industry operates is harder than getting a Mason to teach you their secret  handshake. Here’s why: first, the laws protect them from having to tell you what they’re using. Second, that “fragrance” in your body lotion is rarely made by the company that sells you that body lotion. Instead, it is manufactured by independent fragrance houses whose names you almost certainly do not know, and which you would have trouble tracking down if you wanted to. These houses have the unique job of producing the ingredient compounds that make your products smell like roses (or peaches, or apples, or anything else under the sun). So not only do you not know what’s in there, the company selling it to you might not, either.

Fragrance is essentially a whole other industry, with its own rules and lobbyists and trade groups with expert panels. One of those is the Research Institute for Fragrance Materials (RIFM), which was founded in 1966 by the fragrance industry to evaluate the safety of its ingredients.37 RIFM is considered the “scientific arm” of the fragrance trade organization, and its expert panel is made up of scientists and medical professionals who function much like the CIR does for the cosmetics business.38  It’s the organization responsible for evaluating the safety of the chemicals used industry-wide. So it looks over available data, agrees on safety recommendations, and submits its findings to the International Fragrance Association (IFRA) (the trade organization that represents the industry) for review. It is this group—not the one doing safety assessments—that then establishes guidelines for the industry. While these guidelines aren’t enforceable by law, fragrance manufacturers are expected to abide by them. What happens if they don’t? Their name is listed on IFRA’s website as “non-IFRA compliant.” This happens only if they are a member of the trade organization to begin with, though.39 And you probably haven’t heard of this company or to whom they supply.

When you consider how many chemicals go into making any single smell, and then you consider the fact that these smells are often formulated by fragrance manufacturers, you begin to wonder how that works from a safety perspective. How much does that body-lotion company know about the fragrances it’s buying? When we spoke to RIFM, they told us that depends on the relationship between the supplier and the company, adding that, most of the time, the companies know what they’re using. Dr. Dave Hobson, an industry toxicologist, doesn’t seem to think that is the case. “Because of the proprietary and trade-secret nature of fragrances,” he says, “there’s going to be limited or no information provided on the chemical substances they are composed of.”

If you’re starting to think that this system lacks the proper checks and balances to guarantee your safety, you’re not alone. Betty Bridges, that same registered nurse with a serious fragrance allergy, founded the Fragrance Product Information Page for just that reason. Her website aims to deliver accurate information about the chemicals used in the fragrances and their health risks. According to her research, RIFM has major holes in its safety data, including a whole bunch of chemicals with little to no information at all.

When we asked RIFM how many of the chemicals used in fragrance it had safety data on, we were told that of the estimated 2,300 chemicals used, they have summaries of data on about 1,100, thanks to a “new evaluation process.” Combine that with data from their old evaluation process, and, we were told, somewhere between 70 to 80 percent of the chemicals are covered.

This raises a few obvious questions: What about the other 20 to 30 percent? And were these chemicals tested for skin reactions, such as rashes? Or were they tested for the effects of  long-term exposure? Finally, what happens when these chemicals are used together? Our simple questions did not provide us with the kind of concrete answers one would hope for, especially when you consider some of the skeletons in the industry’s closet.

Back in the 1970s a synthetic musk called AETT was a common ingredient in perfume, soaps, and detergent. It had been in use for more than twenty years before researchers discovered that repeated exposure to the stuff was turning rats blue. It wasn’t just their skin, either, though that was the tip-off—their brains, spinal cords, and nerves were blue, proving that the ingredient was able to migrate into body tissue. AETT was causing severe neurological damage to these rats, and the discovery led to the industry’s voluntary withdrawal of the chemical from use.40 But between the discovery of the bluing in 1975, and 1978, when it was removed from use, no recalls or public announcements were made.

That was then. Not a whole lot has changed, but thanks to consumers’ increased focus on transparency, and thanks to the Internet, things might begin moving in the right direction.

As for Betty Bridges—her story has somewhat of a happy ending. The chemical she reacts to is one of the twenty-four for which Europe now requires a warning label. Since then, the industry at large has been slowly phasing out good old CAS No. 122-40-7. As a result, Bridges gets to breathe a little more easily now.
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Dirty Ingredients

Grab your loupe, because it’s time to read the fine print on all those little bottles that crowd your bathroom. In this chapter we’re going to show you how to read your cosmetics labels in the same way you would your box of cereal. If you’re the kind of person who’d rather just get a list from the nutritionist and chow down, you’re out of luck. This is important stuff: it will help answer burning questions like “Do I need to throw out my value-pack of bar soap?” “What are phthalates, and why should I care?” and “Could my lipstick give my unborn child brain damage?”




 MEET YOUR FRIENDLY NEIGHBORHOOD CHEMICALS 

Look no further than the ads in your favorite women’s magazine and you’ll know awareness about cosmetics ingredients is on the rise. All of a sudden it’s “sulfatefree” this and “paraben-free” that. As consumers get savvier, so do cosmetics companies. In response to the  chatter, many companies are reformulating to omit one or two of the ingredients that have become buzzwords, and then they mount advertising campaigns bragging about it. That is what we call marketing—but leaving out one ingredient and replacing it with a lesser-known or chemically similar substitute is not necessarily what we call clean. Neither is boasting about its absence when your products are packed with a dozen other dirty chemicals.
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