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Introduction


We use them to make us feel good, smell good and look good. We spend vast amounts of money on them – globally more than $200 billion a year – and with that investment comes a lot of blind faith that all the toiletries and beauty products we use on our hair, our skin, indeed all over our bodies, will provide an instant make-over. Whatever our heads may know, our hearts still want to believe that there is some quick-fix magic in the products we buy that will – at least for a little while – make us younger, sexier, more beautiful (or more handsome) and more vibrant than before.


The expectation of magic in all our personal-care products is strong, and the promises on the front of the package are so seductive that most of us never bother to check out what they are actually made from. Chances are, even if you do check the label of your favourite cosmetics, all you will see is an incomprehensible, alphabet soup of unpronounceable words.


It’s easier, and certainly more comforting, to believe in some vague magic than it is to learn to make sense of the often impenetrable labels on personal-care products. But the effort might just be worth making, since regardless of the package’s come-on, achieving a cosmetic quick-fix requires a cocktail of largely synthetic ingredients which have been linked with longer term health concerns.


For many years I have made my living lifting the lid on the products we buy and use every day. So I feel fortunate to have a broad understanding of the cumulative effects – environmentally and in terms of human health – of a lifetime’s exposure to synthetic chemicals. Looking at the science and the psychology of consumer goods and the society in which they flourish is both fascinating and worrying. I’ve never been able to get to grips with why we buy so much, why we use so much and why we put things on our bodies (and in our bodies) without ever questioning what is in them or what happens to them when they go down the drain.


The individual chemicals in personal-care products are a particularly insidious form of body pollution because they enter the body through multiple routes. We can swallow them, inhale them and absorb them through the skin as well as through the mucous membranes in the eyes, mouth and nose. The absorption of substances through the skin and mucous membranes is particularly disturbing, because the body’s normal filters – the kidneys and liver – are bypassed.


In addition, the mix of chemicals in the products we use can make the problem worse. Many toiletries contain a cocktail of emollients (oils and fats), solvents (for instance propylene glycol) and humectants (such as glycerine) which, while relatively harmless in their own right, together increase the skin’s permeability, and therefore increase the amount of other more toxic ingredients found in the mix which can be absorbed into the bloodstream. To help demystify these substances, see the ‘Chemicals A–Z’ on See here.


In an ideal world, we would all be able to judge the safety of a product by its labelling. Unfortunately, manufacturers are very inconsistent in their labelling practices and many actively resist full-disclosure of ingredients on the label because of the fear of a customer backlash. What this means is that on any supermarket shelf you will find some products where the labels are printed on the container, and others where they are listed on peel-away labels on the underside of the product. Others list them on the box (which often gets thrown away without a glance), some use vague wording (like ‘natural extracts’) or worse don’t list their ingredients at all, or only make ingredient lists available on request at the point of sale (a common practice with make-up).





Similarly, while many people assume that there is a government department somewhere overseeing the safety and effectiveness of personal-care products, this is not true. The companies that produce toiletries and cosmetics are largely self-regulating. Beyond enforcing guidelines about what ingredients not to use, most regulatory agencies don’t require manufacturers to prove that their products are either safe or effective.


The skeletal regulations that do exist do little to protect consumers, especially over the longer term. For instance, while regulators have approved more than 3,000 ingredients for cosmetic use in Europe, many more substances find their way into our cosmetics and toiletries through loopholes in the law – for instance those that allow products to contain traces of contaminants and other banned substances that are difficult to remove during or after manufacture.


What all this means is that it is currently very difficult for all but the most motivated among us to make good decisions about what products to buy. That’s where this book comes in.


In the first section we take an in-depth look at the way products are made, taking apart the key ingredients in the beauty products we use, from preservatives to humectants, from detergents to emulsifiers. Each type of ingredient has a role to play in formulating the finished product, but as toiletries and beauty products have become more and more mass-produced, the choice of ingredient is often driven more by price than by safety or even how well it works. The good news, as you will see, is that there are many good, safe, effective natural alternatives to the chemical ingredients we use every day. By using the information in this section you will be able to identify these on the products you buy with greater ease.
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The second section tackles the products we buy and use every day. It uncovers the mixture of chemicals in products such as a typical shampoo, face cream or toothpaste, and explains how they can be even more harmful to your health and the environment when used together. You will understand the psychology of beauty-product advertising, read how to make safer choices, be encouraged to use simpler alternatives (including the alternative of not using certain products at all – for instance how much do you really need a conditioner for your hair?) and be offered quick DIY recipes for natural beauty to help you break your dependence on potentially dangerous products.


At the end of the book are invaluable resources to help you decode the labels of your favourite brands.


You may be startled by what you read, yet taking these facts on board has important implications for your health today, for the health of future generations and for the health of the planet. Learning about the ingredients in the products we buy and use every day can help you become a canny consumer. You will find that as you get to grips with what at first may appear to be complex information, your life will become infinitely less complicated.


For me, information is power. My hope is that by lifting the lid on the products you use, you will feel empowered to look differently at the products you use, to read the labels on them with confidence, to know when you really need a product and when you can opt for a more natural, less toxic life.


Good luck and good health.
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Chapter 1





The Burden of Beauty


There was probably a time when all we needed to get cleaned up and ready for the day was a bit of soap and water (and in reality we still don’t need much more than that!).Today, however, we use dozens of products with potentially hundreds of chemical ingredients in them. If you are a typical woman your beauty routine may involve using anything between 10 and 20 different products and you could be exposing yourself to upward of 200 potentially harmful chemicals each day.


We use these products in vast quantities every day without thinking, and because of this we are exposed to a wide variety of chemicals that were never meant to be in our bodies.


Skin is the largest organ in the body, and while we think of our skin as a barrier, in fact it can absorb a significant amount of whatever we put onto it. Modern toiletries use substances called penetration enhancers to alter the way that skin absorbs chemicals. These are added to products specifically to drive ingredients deeper into the skin and produce the quick-fix effects – for instance the promise of a decrease in visible wrinkles in one hour – that we have come to expect from modern cosmetics.


When applied, they contribute to what is called your ‘body burden’ or your ‘total toxic load’ which is the total amount of chemicals present in your body. It is impossible to say how many different man-made chemicals we each carry in our bodies. This is because beyond

 chemicals added to food, or those used as drugs, there is no requirement for manufacturers to disclose how their chemicals are used or keep track of the routes through which people are exposed.





Most regulatory agencies don’t require manufacturers to prove that their products are either safe or effective





Studies of blood samples from average people all over the world, however, show that most of us are carrying a heavy burden of chemicals in our bodies. In the largest study of chemical exposure ever conducted on human beings, most American children and adults were carrying in their bodies more than 100 substances that aren’t supposed to be there, including pesticides and the toxic compounds used in everyday consumer products. Many of these have been linked to health threats such as cancer, central nervous system disruption, birth defects and immune system damage.


These chemicals come from household products like detergents, perfumes, toiletries and cosmetics as well as fabric treatments and paints, upholstery, computers and TVs. They are ‘persistent’ – that is instead of breaking down, they remain intact in your body for long periods of time where they accumulate in fat, blood and organs, or are passed through the body in breastmilk, urine, faeces, sweat, semen, hair and nails. Over time, if the total body load is high, the likelihood of the body breaking down under the weight of it becomes higher.


But chemicals don’t have to be present in high quantities to cause problems. Scientists have recently discovered what they call the ‘low-dose effect’, which suggests that even small doses of certain chemicals can have big repercussions on health in both the short and long term. This phenomenon has been particularly well researched in the field of hormone disruption where even minute quantities of different oestrogen mimics can produce an effect on the body that is many times greater than would be expected.
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Environmental costs


While you are thinking about the human health implications of some of the products you use, don’t forget the health of the planet. In recent years beauty has become an important green issue with more and more companies vying for the custom of women (and, increasingly men) who want to make natural and ethical choices in their personal-care products. Everything we use, everything we flush down the drain – and not just the ingredients in the products but the packaging they come in – has a carbon footprint. The vast majority of the products we use are derived from petrochemicals, and every manufactured product, and its packaging, requires energy to produce and ship around the world.


Detergents and surfactants, which clean and allow easier spreading over the body, are used in everything from shampoo to body lotion and are a good example. Compared to the manufacture of petrochemical-based surfactants, those derived from vegetable oils such as palm and coconut produce 17 and 23 per cent less solid waste respectively. Both palm- and coconut-derived surfactants require around 13 per cent less energy to produce.


Other evidence shows that the manufacture of soaps derived from tallow (i.e. sodium tallowate, an animal-fat based detergent) is responsible for substantially more emissions of CO2 and other climate-changing gases than soaps made from vegetable-derived detergents.


   

It has been calculated that if the beauty industry increased its use of vegetable-based surfactants by one quarter it could cut its overall CO2 emissions by around 8 per cent. But, because surfactants based on petrochemicals are cheaper to produce, it won’t make the switch until customers make the demand.


   

Of course, as natural resources run out, many of our everyday choices become more complicated. For instance, to meet increasing global demand for palm oil, vast tracts of rainforest are being cut down. The cultivation of palm oil plantations for palm-derived ingredients in

 food and cosmetics, as well as those used in industrial applications like biofuels, causes deforestation and the destruction of vital peatlands, which act like sponges soaking up global CO2 emissions. Deforestation and the peat fires used to clear land for palm oil plantation are responsible for around 30 per cent of global CO2 emissions.




There are also other cosmetic ingredients that are destructive to the planet including talc, mica and aluminium – mined ingredients that increase the release of CO2 from the soil when mined and emit climate-changing gases as they are refined. For example, making 1 tonne of aluminium (found in deodorants, glitter and cosmetics’ dyes) releases 1.5 tonnes of CO2 into the atmosphere.


   




Making 1 tonne of aluminium for deodorants and cosmetics’ dyes releases 1.5 tonnes of CO2 into the atmosphere





A lot of exotic cosmetic ingredients are shipped rather than flown around the world, something the cosmetics industry believes it can count on the plus side of its eco-accounting. But ships release nitrogen and sulphur – both potent climate-changing gases. By 2010 it is estimated that 40 per cent of air pollution over land could come from shipping. The more we demand exotic ingredients in our products the bigger this problem will get.


How cosmetics are made


The people who create our personal-care products are specially trained chemists called formulators. The formulator’s brief is simple. Each new product needs to fulfil a specific function like make hair shine, stop body odour or whiten teeth. How that is achieved has less to do with the potential long-term impacts of the mixture and more to do with delivering a cost-effective product with a good profit margin.


When a formulator makes a new product he or she follows a recipe just like a chef creating a new dish. And as it is with food, so it is with toiletries and cosmetics – the better the quality of ingredients, the better the finished product. Unfortunately, the majority of personal-care products on the market are the beauty equivalent of junk food, made to fill a temporary craving and comprised of cheap ingredients that aren’t very good for you.
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While the bright and bulging shelves of products in our supermarkets and chemists would suggest that there are thousands of different recipes, the truth is that most of these products are made from the same basic list of ingredients. In the end, there are only so many ways to make a shampoo or a toothpaste and the differences between products are often down to how manufacturers choose to advertise them, rather than what is actually in them.


Because cosmetics are largely made from industrial chemicals – substances that were never meant to come into regular contact with the human body – they have the potential to cause both short- and longer-term health problems. Certain types of ingredients, for instance, such as preservatives, perfumes and colours are known to be a significant cause of skin reactions. In fact, skin reactions are the most frequently reported adverse effect of using cosmetics and toiletries.


Furthermore, evidence suggests that the number of people experiencing skin reactions to cosmetics is increasing. Currently more than 80 per cent of those who develop reactions to cosmetics are healthy individuals without any prior skin problems.


It can be fairly easy to pinpoint the cosmetic causes of skin reactions

 such as dermatitis (inflammation of the skin). Tracking the causes of more significant or longer-term problems such as depression, migraines and even cancer is a much more difficult task. Yet as research into cosmetic ingredients advances, scientists are finding that many of the same substances that can cause short-term problems are poisonous in the long term. Skin reactions, then, could be seen as the body’s early-warning system kicking in and telling you to stop using particular products or to avoid certain ingredients.


For all these reasons it’s good to have some knowledge of what actually goes in to the products you buy and use.


A way forward


From a health perspective, as well as from an environmental perspective, the best choice is to buy less, and be very choosy about what you do buy. The simpler your personal-care routine is, the better it is likely to be for you and for the planet. Using natural products requires a certain degree of consciousness and a commitment to doing things differently and this book is full of eye-opening information and advice about how to choose safe, effective, natural products. As a general rule, if you want to lower your carbon footprint in the bathroom, as well as improve your long-term prospects for good health, then it’s worth bearing the following principles in mind:









	1.

	
Beauty begins with what goes in your body, not on it


 Nothing you put on your skin will be as effective as what you put into it. Eating a healthy, balanced diet, getting sufficient sleep, not drinking alcohol to excess and not smoking will all make a greater contribution to your daily wellbeing and beauty than any products you apply to the surface – conventional or organic.








	 






	2.

	
Cut down on the number of products you use each day


 By buying less you are exposing yourself to fewer man-made chemicals. You’re also reducing demand on manufacturing and sending a powerful message to beauty companies about what you want from your products. Fewer products means less energy used in production and less waste at the end of the lifecycle. While you are at it, remember that most of us could be more frugal with the amount

 of product we use. Shampoo is one good example; try using half the amount you normally use and you will still get your hair clean.








	 






	3.

	
Buy ethically


 Learn to recognise manufacturers that genuinely strive to produce natural organic goods that do not exploit the planet or the people who help produce them. Vow only to spend your money on these products. Many organic products are available online and you can easily sign up to receive news about new products. Don’t forget to spread the word among your friends to get them interested in this kind of shopping too.








	 






	4.

	
Resist the temptation of the impulse buy


Think before you buy. With so many products on the market it is so easy to just pop one or two into your shopping basket. Always ask yourself – do I really need another lipstick/body lotion/hair product? Most of us have bathrooms full of half-used products that we should use up first before we try new ones.








	 






	5.

	
Go fragrance-free

 Fragrance chemicals are derived from petroleum, are known neurotoxins and carcinogens and are a major trigger of asthma. Removing them from your beauty routine is one of the healthiest things you can do.








	 






	6.

	
Make your own

 Many basic toiletries can be made simply and easily at home with clean, natural organic ingredients. Facial and body moisturisers, bath treats, toners and masks made to your own specifications save money, air and road miles and ensure that you are not putting anything on your body that is harmful. The second part of this book has plenty of ideas to get you started.








	 






	7.

	
Keep out of reach of children

 Don’t start your children on the cosmetic habit too early. Children’s bodies change and grow at an alarming rate. Play make-up, toiletries for tweenies, deodorants and colognes for teenage boys,

 all contain an alarming number of potentially toxic chemicals. Be firm and do your best to protect your children from these products that poison the body and the mind.








	 






	8.

	
Simplify your make-up routine


 You don’t need to be fully made-up every day of every week. There is no such thing as natural make-up and because of the chemicals involved it is probably a much healthier and greener choice to save make-up for special occasions. Learn to recognise and like your face without all the enhancements. If you must wear make-up, keep it simple – a sweep of mascara and a bit of lipgloss is enough to brighten up the faces of most women (see also Chapter 6).








	 






	9.

	
Men beware

 The male grooming market is becoming almost as crowded with products as the women’s market. Apart from the packaging and the ‘sell’ there is no real difference between ‘men’s products’ and ‘women’s products’. They contain all the same types of ingredients, including the potential carcinogens and oestrogen mimics that have been shown to ‘feminise’ male animals and amphibians in scientific and medical studies.








	 






	10.

	
Don’t expect natural products to work in the same way

 Natural, organic products don’t promise the quick-fix element that conventional ones often do and you may have to experiment to find the brands that perform the way you want them to. They can’t and don’t promise visible results in an hour, a day or a week. Instead, they work by supporting and maintaining the skin and hair in a healthy state. Because they don’t use synthetic chemicals like silicones they may not feel the same on your skin either and you will, at first, need to learn to use them differently to get the best out of them.








	 






	11.

	
Resist the hype

 The advertising of beauty products is intended to make you feel ugly. Studies in the US have found that 70 per cent of women surveyed felt worse about their looks after reading women’s

 magazines. That is because the emphasis is always on achieving some airbrushed, unachievable perfection. When you see a new product that promises to make you look 20 years younger, allow yourself to be a little cynical. Women in particular have a huge but not impossible job of learning to love our natural state and to celebrate variety and individuality rather than conformity. Nature loves variety; only the beauty industry loves conformity.








	 






	12.

	
Make a list

 You can use this book to identify ingredients you would prefer to avoid. Keep this list in your head or in your handbag for whenever you go shopping. Simply vowing to avoid these makes the list of things you ‘need’ much simpler!












Some of the information that follows may seem startling to you. But the purpose of this book is to help you think differently – and hopefully more critically – about the products that you use each day for yourself and for your family. The first part of this book lifts the lid on how products are made by exploring the broad types of ingredients that go into making personal-care products – things like preservatives, colours and fragrances. It doesn’t matter whether the product is for a man, woman or child, all personal-care products contain the same types of ingredients, and these chapters offer insight into the potential health effects of some of these ingredients and lists natural alternatives that are safer.




Remember that the emphasis is on your total toxic load. It’s not just single products that are the problem, but the cumulative effects of all the products we use on a daily basis that is important.


   

The second half of the book provides a more in-depth look at the products themselves, offering suggestions for cutting down or cutting them out altogether. Here you will find advice on doing everything from brushing your teeth to washing your hair in a less chemically intensive way. You will also find tips and recipes for making simple alternatives as well as a wealth of resources that could help you change your health and beauty routine forever, and for the better.
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Chapter 2





Preservatives and Colours





Preservatives





Preservatives, by their very nature, are designed to kill things. Specifically they work by killing cells and preventing them from multiplying and are intended to inhibit the growth of bacteria and fungi – what most of us just call ‘germs’ – in commercial products. These germs include Candida albicans, Pseudomonas aeruginosa, Escherechia coli, Aspergillus niger and Stephylococcus aureus – which can potentially cause serious infections on the skin and in the body.


No preservative will completely prevent these contaminants from getting into the products you use – the purpose of a preservative is simply to keep their growth in the bottle, tube or tub to a minimum.


Bacteria and fungi can get into personal-care products in several ways. Product formulators commonly put the blame on consumers for introducing germs into a product with use – for instance by dipping unwashed hands into tubs, leaving tops off, diluting with water, storing in a warm, moist bathroom, buying large, wide-mouth containers that the entire family can and does use. But a significant amount of contamination actually occurs during manufacture – a problem that should be, but is rarely, addressed at the level of factory-floor hygiene instead of simply adding more chemicals to the finished product.


Finding new preservatives for cosmetic formulators is complicated

 because, in order to be considered effective, a preservative has to fulfil several criteria. It must be:









	•

	Effective across a wide range of microbes







	•

	Long lasting (continues to keep the product free from contaminants for the life of the product)







	•

	Rapid acting at the first sign of contamination







	•

	Non-sensitising (doesn’t produce allergic reactions)







	•

	Non-toxic and non-irritating







	•

	Compatible with the other ingredients in the mix







	•

	Stable (not break down during storage and stays active in a wide pH range)







	•

	Inactive, except as an anti-microbial (not interact with other ingredients)







	•

	Soluble (mixes well with whatever base (water or oil) it is in)







	•

	Acceptable in odour and colour







	•

	Cost effective











No single preservative, synthetic or natural, fulfils all these criteria, which is one reason why manufacturers often use mixtures of several different preservatives in a single product. Another reason is solubility; some preservatives are water-soluble and some are oil-soluble. For products that contain both water and oil (see here for more), such as a hand lotion, formulators need to use both types of preservative.


Like pesticides, preservatives are designed to kill living things. Widespread concern about the use of cosmetic preservatives stems from the fact that human skin is a living organ comprised of living cells. Preservatives, even if they are used in small quantities, present a risk to the integrity of the skin and, should they be absorbed into the bloodstream, to the rest of the body. For this reason most cosmetic preservatives generally have restrictions on their use – usually limiting them to a small percentage of the total formula.


The worst offenders


All the most commonly used preservatives can cause dermatitis and other skin reactions such as dry, itchy, red or blotchy skin; some pose more risks than others. For instance, the most commonly used cosmetic preservatives belong to a family of chemicals called alkyl hydroxy 

 benzoates and are known as parabens. Look on any ingredient label and the chances are you will find methylparaben, ethylparaben, butylparaben and propylparaben either singly or more often in combination.


Parabens are universally recognised as skin sensitisers (they have the potential to cause an allergic response). In 1998 British researchers published a study that identified parabens as oestrogen mimics as well, each with a different oestrogenic potency. Methylparaben was the least potent, followed by ethylparaben, propylparaben and finally butylparaben. Oestrogen mimics are a concern because even in small amounts they can disrupt the normal hormone balance of the body. Like many other oestrogen mimics parabens have also been linked to cancer. In studies of breast tumours, traces of parabens have been found in every single sample, suggesting that this oestrogenic effect is not just confined to the lab.
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