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GREEN GOES WITH EVERYTHING





INTRODUCTION



Let’s begin by agreeing that we are all creatures of habit. We do what we do every day because that’s the way we’ve always done it. It takes a big reason for us to make big changes in our lives. And the reason is usually very personal.

Much to my surprise, I’ve become a green activist. I wasn’t always. Oh sure, I cared a lot about our planet and the changes we’ve made to it. But it wasn’t clear to me what I could do to make a difference. Then something very big and very personal happened and I saw the light, and the light was green.

Here’s my story.

My son Spencer had just turned three when, one day, I noticed he was coughing a lot. At first, I didn’t think anything of it. Kids get sick. I told him to lie down, thinking he’d be fine—it was just a cough. A short time later I realized that his heart was pounding, as if it were trying to beat right out of his chest. Terrified, my husband Roger and I rushed him to the hospital. The emergency room doctors placed our son on oxygen and gave him strong steroids to help clear his airways. We spent the next two nights in the intensive care unit. The doctors told us he had something called reactive airways dysfunction syndrome—a form of asthma.

Asthma? How did our little boy develop asthma? We’d never heard of asthma coming on so suddenly. We were confused and sick with worry.

We talked to our son’s doctor. We talked to other doctors. We asked questions but never got satisfactory answers. Ultimately, we knew our son’s condition had to be either genetic or environmental. Neither my husband nor I had any family history of asthma, going back for four generations. So we concluded the cause was environmental.

I’ve spent most of my career working as a consumer reporter, so I knew how to dive right in and begin researching. It didn’t take long to discover that the United States is in the midst of an asthma epidemic. One of every thirteen school-age children in the United States has asthma. Asthma in children younger than five has increased 160 percent since 1980. Nine million U.S. children under the age of eighteen have been diagnosed with asthma. Asthma is the most common chronic childhood disease in the United States, and it’s the third leading cause of hospitalization among children younger than fifteen. The suspected cause of these stunning changes? At least six well-designed epidemiological studies have found one answer: a strong link between the use of certain cleaning products and asthma.1 That stopped me cold. The cause of my son’s asthma may have been me. I may have been poisoning my own son.

At the time, Roger had just become chairman of Shaklee Corporation, the leading natural nutrition company in the United States. Shaklee also produces a line of natural, nontoxic cleaning products, and has since the 1960s. Shaklee was green when green was just a color and “biodegradable” was a word only scientists used. We started using Shaklee products exclusively, and Spencer has never again visited the emergency room. Coincidence? I don’t think so, and once you’ve read this book, I don’t think you will either.

After that scare, I went to work learning about living clean and green. Much of the information you need to get clean and green is out there, but we’re all so busy we don’t have time to weed through all that material on the Internet and in books. Plus, it’s all so scientific, it’s easy to lose your way.

Since my husband and I began our crusade to help others get clean, my family and friends have bombarded me with questions about everything from cleaning products to baby clothes. I found myself becoming the go-to person for all sorts of well-educated but woefully misinformed people. And the more questions they asked, the more I realized the depth of the need out there for information in plain English. The media assault us daily with scary statistics and dire warnings about harmful products. Sometimes the information is reliable, sometimes it’s not. Who can hope to separate what’s important and relevant from what’s just sensational and frightening? I thought that if I could compile the most crucial information, make it accessible and user friendly, and maybe even a little entertaining, people would be able to absorb the message.




At least six well-designed epidemiological studies have found one answer: a strong link between the use of certain cleaning products and asthma. That stopped me cold. The cause of my son’s asthma may have been me. I may have been poisoning my own son.





Writing the book you have in your hands became my mission.

 

As a girl, I loved nature. I was a green teen, you might say. As far back as I can recall, I wanted to help our ailing planet. But I was naive; I thought saving the environment meant, for example, saving the penguins in Antarctica. I spent countless hours worrying about those penguins and their cold, fragile habitat, which I hoped to someday visit. I knew nothing about carbon footprints in those days, or emissions, or the ozone layer. And green? I thought that was something that looked cool with pink.

The epiphany came when I was twenty-one. My mother organized an ambitious family expedition to the South Pole. My parents, one of my brothers, and my eighty-three-year-old grandmother all embarked on the journey of a lifetime. At last I was going to meet my beloved penguins face to face.

There was nothing first class about our trip. This was no Princess cruise, with fancy food and nightly entertainment. There was no bingo, no disco, no spa. We sailed on a workhorse of a boat that also functioned as an icebreaker. When we boarded, we were each issued a huge puffy red coat, filled with down. (There were sixty of us altogether, wearing the same red coats. A comical sight.) We burrowed into those coats as the weather grew colder, and by the end of our ten days at sea they had become a second skin. It was late December—summer in Antarctica—and while it was light almost twenty-four hours a day, the temperature was brisk.

I remember spotting my first iceberg. It shimmered before me like a mirage floating on a mirror-smooth sea. I’ll never forget that sight. The sunlight, the blue-green water against the stark white iceberg—I’ve yet to see any photo that conveys its breathtaking beauty.

When we finally reached the Antarctic, there was nothing but ice, snow, and one lonely scientific station. I could have stared into that blank white horizon forever. So pristine, so clean, so pure. And then I saw them: thousands of penguins marching toward us. (They do march, by the way.) Picture it: sixty tourists in puffy red coats meeting something like half a million little beings in tuxedos. They barked, pooped everywhere—the penguins, not the tourists—and smelled really bad. But I loved it; for the first time, I felt fully alive, immersed in the experience, a part of nature, not an observer. Magic.

It was that trip that made me decide I wanted to work on environmental issues, to do what I could to safeguard the earth. But I was the daughter of a practical woman. She wanted me to keep my options open. I wanted to attend Yale’s School of Forestry—she convinced me to apply to law schools as well. (I was single-minded, however: My essay on my law school applications was all about Antarctica.)

While waiting to hear from grad schools I applied for a job with Greenpeace. They had an office in New York City, my hometown. I remember worrying that my outfit wasn’t Greenpeace-y enough, so I went shopping for something crunchier. Less Barneys. My concept of environmentalist wear at the time was sort of Twiggy meets Tonto. When I arrived at the tiny Greenpeace office, I knocked timidly at the door, but there was no answer. Odd. For a moment I thought I must be at the wrong place. Nope. It said “Greenpeace” right on the door. These were the days before cell phones, so I couldn’t call. There was a dry cleaner right below the office. They let me use their phone to make sure I had the right day and time. I reached the Greenpeace answering machine and left a message. When they called back to reschedule, I learned that everyone in the office had been out that day on an “action”—which was code for the fact they’d all been arrested while protesting a tanker coming into New York Harbor. Even though I thought they were doing great work, I couldn’t see myself having a criminal record. I decided Greenpeace wasn’t for me.

So I went to work for a wonderful organization, the Rainforest Alliance. I was happy saving the parrots and the rubber trees, and then one day I got a frantic call from my mother: I’d gotten into law school. But not just any law school. A good one. New York University. It felt like destiny, so I started classes that fall, with an eye toward an eventual career in environmental law.

The following summer I landed a job with the Natural Resources Defense Council (NRDC), a leading organization specializing in legal action to protect the environment. But just before I started work, they decided that a first-year law student wasn’t the ideal intern. I was devastated; I believed that the NRDC was the best place for me. I ended up in the Manhattan district attorney’s office. It wasn’t saving the penguins, but it was a sexy second best.

Life takes you where it will. I continued my career at the DA’s office for several more years but also found that I had a knack for writing and a growing interest in working in television. I knew that the fastest way to land a TV job was to leave New York for a smaller market, but New York was my home and I didn’t want to leave. A friend suggested I try writing a newspaper column offering free legal advice. That seemed like a fine idea: I knew that most people who came into the DA’s office had never met a lawyer before. For the most part, they had no money, no access to good legal counsel, no idea how to survive the system. I thought a “Dear Abby”–style column about the law could provide a needed and valuable service. I wrote up a sample column and handed it to a friend who knew people at the New York Daily News. I didn’t think I had a shot. They were the largest newspaper in New York. But they loved my sample and gave me a chance. Within weeks I was also writing a legal column for the national magazine Mirabella.

I guess the stars were lining up for me. Around that same time, one of my girlfriends, who worked at ABC News, was riding an elevator, holding a copy of Mirabella under her arm. The head of hiring, who was standing next to her, spotted my photo and asked who I was. Next thing I knew, I was sitting at Peter Jennings’ desk at 2:00 a.m., with no on-air experience, analyzing the O.J. Simpson trial on live TV.

It’s funny; we often don’t so much determine our lives as get carried along by them. I got married. I had kids. I moved. I still cared about the environment, and I wrote a few checks to various environmental groups, but looking back I now see that I’d lost my way. In a sense my children brought me back to who I was meant to be. They made me think about the world they would one day inherit. Then, when Spencer got sick, I came full circle. The iceberg, the penguins, Mother Nature, the environment—all these things had suddenly become personal.

And I turned green. In a sense my own evolution into someone who cares passionately about what today are called “green issues” tracked the evolution of our society’s appreciation and concern about the environment. Back in the late 1960s, when the environmental movement started to take off, it was mostly about pollution—smokestacks belching smoke, rivers so filled with chemical waste they caught fire, drinking water that caused diseases and death. I still remember the television ad that showed a proud native American with a single tear edging down his cheek as he watched people tossing litter on the ground.

Then, gradually, we began to see that everything we do affects everything else, that we live in a closed ecological system. By the 1990s, Americans started demanding safer, saner choices—food raised without pesticides and herbicides, products that are organic. “Green” came along just in the past few years as a sort of shorthand for things that don’t hurt you or the world you live in. It went from someone else’s problem—“those polluters”—to our own.

It’s suddenly become fashionable for Hollywood stars to ditch their limos and sports cars for fuel-stingy hybrids. But you don’t have to be rich to be green; in fact, one of the great things about green living is that it’s often more economical in the long run. You save money. That’s part of the attraction of energy-efficient fluorescent lightbulbs: Yes, they use less energy, but they also last ages longer than old lightbulbs, so while they cost more initially, you end up saving money. These days, you don’t have to march in the streets to show you’re green; all you need to do is screw in a new lightbulb.

That’s how little it takes and how easy it is to begin to take personal responsibility. I wasn’t one of those suddenly radicalized moms who throws out everything in the refrigerator but the baking soda and a lemon. I started slowly. I began by interviewing doctors, especially pediatricians, and I soon noticed that they were all about cures; they didn’t talk much about causes. These were the very same doctors who saved my son, who helped him breathe, but they weren’t conversant with what might be lurking behind his sickness. That stunned me and galvanized me.

In the years since those scary days, doctors have begun to acknowledge that our homes can make us sick, that they can often be filled with invisible poisons and toxic air. The seemingly benign products with which we wash our clothes and dishes and teeth and floors can shorten our lives. Even the things we buy to eat can put those we love at risk of disease.

Look, I don’t live in a log cabin. I don’t bake my own bread. I wear leather shoes like everyone else. I’m normal. I’m you. And I’m far from perfect when it comes to being green. I’m different shades of green, let’s say—some days kelly, some days hunter, some days a selfish lime. But I’m trying, and I think there’s a lot of value—practical value for you and your family—in trying, too.

When you think about how difficult life was for your grandmother, it’s hard not to be thankful for how much easier and convenient life is now. But hold the thanks. By failing to understand the hidden costs—economic, social, environmental, and, yes, physical—of the way we live our lives, we’ve put ourselves, our families, and our planet in grave danger.

I hear you. You’re saying, “Look, I’m just one person; how can I possibly make a difference? No way can I save the planet.”

True enough. But you can protect and save your family. And by doing so you can reduce the impact of everything you do on that small part of the planet over which you have some control, about which you have some real choices.

That’s what this book is about: having choices. And with each small, quiet, incremental better choice you make, you make your own corner of the globe a safer, healthier, more sustainable place.

 

Recently, I was reporting an Earth Day story for the local news. I told viewers that one quick way to save energy was to unplug their cell phone chargers. (Chargers keep drawing power even after the phone is fully charged.) Simple, right? Easy and hassle free. Then I got home that night and confronted my own hypocrisy. I hadn’t unplugged my own cell phone charger. Hey, I’ve got three kids. In the morning it’s all I can do to pour milk over the Cheerios, let alone remember the planet. But I try. I’ve gotten better. Even the most committed and dedicated environmentalists are always evolving.

When it comes to the environment—and many other things, for that matter—I think most people make choices based on three criteria: health, convenience, budget. Then, if their choice happens to be good for the planet too—great. Bonus. Hard to think about melting glaciers when you’re tired, hungry, and operating on a tight budget.




But you can protect and save your family. And by doing so you can reduce the impact of everything you do on that small part of the planet over which you have some control, about which you have some real choices.





That’s where this book comes in. It helps you make greener choices without sacrificing convenience and budget. More important, they’ll be choices that will also be improving your family’s health. And be warned: Once you get started, you won’t be able to stop. There’s a natural momentum that comes with doing the right thing for yourself and your family and your planet. You buy one nontoxic cleaning product, you start using one baby bottle made from materials that are safe for your infant, and the next thing you know you’re recycling and riding a bike to work and buying organic cotton towels. I think helping the environment is a lot like working out. I always say that just putting on the workout clothes is something to be proud of. It’s a step forward. That’s the thing that matters: starting.

When I first thought of calling this book Get Clean, my mother told me she thought it sounded too much like a rehab book. I laughed. But now I realize she was on to something. This is a rehab book. It’s life rehab. And though I can’t help you kick all your bad habits, I hope to help you kick some of them.

So let’s get started.









CHAPTER ONE

THE REAL DIRT ON CLEAN




THE PLAIN GREEN TRUTH


	
[image: image]   The pollution inside our homes is worse than outside and we spend nearly 90 percent of our time indoors.

	
[image: image]   We need to rethink what is clean—our idea of clean may actually be hurting us.

	
[image: image]   The health of your family and our planet are connected—start with your own home and that can help the world.

	
[image: image]   Knowledge is power—making the right choices will improve the health of both your family and the planet.



Your kids are dashing out the back door to play with friends, and the last thing you yell before the door slams behind them is, “Don’t get too dirty, I just washed those clothes!”

Dirt is outside, in the…well, dirt. That’s obvious, right? Clean is inside, where you vacuum, wash dishes, do the laundry, dust, polish, wipe, and scrub. Most of us aren’t farmers anymore; we don’t spend much time outdoors. In fact, we spend nearly 90 percent of our time indoors—at home, at work, and, of course, in traffic.1

We think of home as our refuge, a place where we know we’re safe from danger. Except we’re not. And I’m not talking about the fight against crime. I’m talking about the fight against grime. During the last several decades, Americans have become obsessed with counters that are spotless, rooms that smell like perfume, furniture that gleams like glass, dishes that sparkle, clothes that smell like springtime, and toilets in which the water swirls as blue as the water off some South Sea isle.

It’s a beautiful picture, isn’t it? Not as beautiful as you think. The result of all this scrubbing and buffing is that we’re exposed almost continuously to hundreds of insidious, invisible, and dangerous chemicals, potent substances that exist in products we use every day: cleaning supplies, cosmetics, deodorants and other personal-care products, dry-cleaned clothes, laundry, plastic food containers, paints, varnishes, home and garden supplies—it’s a very long list. Many of these are petrochemicals that are volatile organic compounds (VOCs), which means they escape into the environment—into your home and into you—even under normal use. In fact, the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) has found that levels of organic pollutants are two to five times higher inside our homes than outside.2 In short, our homes have become toxic waste sites. But that’s not even the worst of it; those chemicals are in us, too. We inhale them, we swallow them in our food and water, we absorb them through our skin. Pregnant women pass them to their developing fetuses through the placenta. A couple of years ago, the U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention conducted a comprehensive study of the degree to which the bodies of Americans age six and older are contaminated by 148 specific toxic substances. There was some good news: Lead levels in children have dropped significantly. But the bad news stunned environmental health experts: Most Americans, but especially children, have dozens of pesticides and other toxic compounds in their bodies, many of them linked to health threats.3 A source of many of these toxins? Common, everyday, run of the mill household consumer products. There’s no polite way of saying this: your body is a landfill, a dumping ground for a mind-boggling array of toxic chemicals. So is mine. So is your child’s.

Some of these chemicals—and the substances they break down into, called “metabolites”—stay in our bodies for only a short while, passing out again within a matter of days. Others are more persistent: They circulate in our blood, or lodge in our fatty tissue, muscle, bone, brains, and other vital organs for years. And in most cases we don’t even know they’re there. But this is not a case of “what you don’t know can’t hurt you.”

Experts call the total amount of chemicals and pollutants that are present in our body at any given time our “body burden.” I don’t know about you, but I didn’t even know there was such a thing—and you’ll know what I mean when I say that, in a sense, I wish I still didn’t.

But now I do, and I wanted to know more. I read an article not long ago about a journalist who decided to have a body burden test—which is no small burden in itself, since it requires more than a dozen vials of blood and urine.4 That might be one reason why hospitals and laboratories don’t routinely offer such tests. But this intrepid journalist wanted to see what chemicals were sluicing through his veins and taking up residence in his cells. You can imagine how shocked he was to discover that among other chemicals that ought not to be in anyone’s body, he had a very high level of flame retardant in his system. A little sleuthing gave him a probable answer: he flies a lot, and airplane seats, carpets, blankets, and pillows are loaded with flame retardant.




Most Americans, but especially children, have dozens of pesticides and other toxic compounds in their bodies, many of them linked to health threats. A source of many of these toxins? Common, everyday, run of the mill household consumer products. There’s no polite way of saying this: your body is a landfill, a dumping ground for a mind-boggling array of toxic chemicals. So is mine. So is your child’s.





The award-winning journalist Bill Moyers participated in a similar test conducted by the renowned Mount Sinai Medical Center in New York and learned there were eighty-four toxic chemicals detected in his body. This is hardly the sort of news you look forward to hearing; these are not the sorts of substances you want to be carrying around every day.

And yet I desperately wanted to know what was streaming through my own blood. Having done the research, I knew to expect significant levels of many of the chemicals I was being tested for. But nothing can prepare you for the hard cold facts.

Now understand, it took me more than three months even to get a lab to agree to take my samples. It turns out this testing is extremely specialized and the chemists are very careful in deciding whose blood to test and how to present the results. They are adamant about not scaring the public with information about body burden chemicals when there are few scientific studies on their long-term effects.

I was thrilled when, in a rare opportunity, the Harvard School of Public Health agreed to supervise my body burden test. The blood draw alone was daunting. Look, I’m no shrinking violet, okay? But let me tell you, having seventeen vials of blood drawn from you—that’s right, almost a dozen and a half—is no picnic. That’s how many the lab in British Columbia said they needed. And since they’re one of only four labs in the world qualified to do these tests, who was I to argue?

So off went the blood vials. Waiting for the results was hard; being told the results was harder. Here’s what they found inside my own body:5




[image: image]


[image: image]


* U.S. Average is the geometric mean of data collected from a representative sample of U.S. residents as part of CDC’s biomonitoring.



Maybe, as a result of working on this book, I expected some of what I learned. Still, I wasn’t prepared for the results. No matter how many times I’ve been told that little is known about the impact of these substances in our system and that there are still no long-term studies on the amounts necessary to cause life-altering damage, these lab results are frightening. I was stunned by how many nasty chemicals that I could hardly pronounce were in my own body. These were chemicals that were supposed to make life easier or safer, chemicals I used or was exposed to every day. But what were they doing inside of me?! I began to feel like a character in a sci-fi movie—I could begin to glow at any moment!

I can hear you starting to hyperventilate. You’re thinking about the unpronounceable chemicals in your own blood. You’re wondering if buying this book was such a good idea after all. Take a deep breath. It’s all going to be fine. We’re going to tackle this problem in small, manageable bites. We’re going to look at every aspect of your life from your food to your air to your water. We’ll see what we can improve and what we just might have to live with.

Let’s begin with the question of how these chemicals affect us. Different chemicals have different effects on different people. How severely you’re affected depends upon how you came in contact with it, how long you were in contact with it, how much of the chemical you were exposed to, and how strong it was. Sometimes a chemical attacks the body’s tissues, sometimes it attacks the genetic material in a cell’s nucleus, damaging the DNA. This, in turn, may create an inheritable defect that gets passed along to your children.

One really helpful way of categorizing the chemicals in common use in our homes is by the kinds of damage they can do, alone or in combination with others:

 

Carcinogens are chemicals that cause cancer.6

 

Teratogens are chemicals that cause birth defects.

 

Developmental/reproductive toxicants are chemicals that damage the normal development of a fetus, infant, or child or damage reproductive tissues.

 

Endocrine disrupters are chemicals that interfere with normal hormone functions, which can lead to premature puberty in girls and feminization of male fetuses.

 

You already have some or all of these kinds of chemicals in your body. What no one can say, as yet, is when and how, or even if, they will cause acute or chronic illness. Why not? Because, as we’ll see in the next chapter, very few have been tested for toxicity to humans, either in the short term or, more important, over the long term. In addition, what little testing that’s done examines the risk associated with these chemicals individually, when in fact we’re exposed to multiple combinations of them, even in a single product.

Of course, there are other, naturally occurring causes of common illnesses, too—bacteria, viruses, fungi, pollen, dust, mites and other insects, animal dander, and mold. The tricky—and icky—thing about these biological pollutants is that most of them are invisible. They live in the air, on surfaces, on your hands, and on your kids’ hands. Children are especially vulnerable because they are forever sticking their hands in their mouths. The other morning my son put his entire fist in his mouth—and then smiled at me. It was so cute, I forgot for a moment that I had no idea where that chubby little fist might last have been.

Bacteria hang out where we do: the kitchen, the tub, the toilet. Bacteria need only two things to grow and thrive—nutrients and moisture. We should all be so low maintenance. Go get a dishrag—that’s right, the thing you clean your dishes with. You’re looking at a teeming metropolis of bacteria. But there are plenty of other germ cities around your house as well. The American Lung Association says bacteria are often found in air ducts, air conditioners, humidifiers, dehumidifiers, old air filters, and carpets.7

Germs fool us because they’re often where we least expect them. A recent survey of one thousand Americans found that only 3 percent realized they were more likely to pick up germs from their bathtub than from their garbage bins. Only 5 percent understood that their children were more likely to catch an infection in the home than anywhere else.

Though we’re all exposed to chemical and biological pollutants every day, we respond to them individually, and in different ways. That’s why it’s so hard to trace the effect to the cause. Newborns, young children, and the elderly, plus those with chronic illnesses, are generally at greater risk of health problems from pollutants—but everyone’s affected at some level.

Allergies, for example, are among the most common responses to indoor pollutants like dander, dust mites, and pollen. But allergic reactions often look and feel a lot like a cold or the flu. Your eyes water, you sneeze, you feel fatigued. You think you picked up something nasty from that dirty, sweaty man next to you on the bus. Maybe. But the greater likelihood is that you picked up allergies from your carpet, your tub, your countertop.

Here’s a little test. Check any of the following that apply in these two lists.


	1. Do you:

	
[image: image]   suffer from asthma?

	
[image: image]   cough frequently?

	
[image: image]   suffer from chronic congestion?

	
[image: image]   have bouts of sneezing?

	
[image: image]   have irritated eyes?

	
[image: image]   often have a runny or stuffy nose?

	
[image: image]   have persistent itching?

	
[image: image]   suffer frequent headaches?

	
[image: image]   often feel fatigued?



These are, of course, common enough complaints, and there can be any number of causes. But before you blame them on some dire disease, answer the questions in this second list.


	2. Do you:

	
[image: image]   frequently use conventional household cleaning products?

	
[image: image]   often wear makeup?

	
[image: image]   microwave food in plastic containers?

	
[image: image]   drink a lot of water bottled in plastic containers?

	
[image: image]   have a lot of your clothes dry-cleaned?

	
[image: image]   experience more intense symptoms the more you’re at home?

	
[image: image]   find the symptoms go away when you’re on vacation?

	
[image: image]   find your children’s symptoms disappear in school and then return at home?

	
[image: image]   have wall-to-wall carpeting?

	
[image: image]   use air conditioners or humidifiers?

	
[image: image]   have a pest control company contract?

	
[image: image]   find your house to be damp or humid?

	
[image: image]   find excessive moisture on your windows, walls, or ceiling?



Look at the first set of questions. Did you check some of them? Now look at the second set. Did you check some of them, too? Bingo! I want you to at least consider whether the activities or conditions you checked in the second list could be causing the health problems in the first list.

Years ago, the endearing cartoon character Pogo said, “We have met the enemy and he is us.” In a sense that’s the case here. But it’s more accurate to say, We have met the enemy and it is many of the products we use in our lives every day. If we wheeze, itch, scratch, cough, break out, have headaches, suffer dizziness, are constantly tired, or just feel chronically crummy, the enemy might well live right at home.

 

Let’s talk about dirt. I divide all dirt into two camps: Safe Dirt and Scary Dirt.

Safe Dirt is natural dirt. It’s real dirt. It’s the dirt you get all over you when you go camping or hiking, or when you’re working in the garden. I’m good with Safe Dirt. I’m fine with mud, bugs, and genuine earthy muck. It’s honest. It’s easy to get rid of. And most important, for the most part it can’t really hurt you.

Scary Dirt is another story. Scary Dirt is all the toxins we buy and spread all over our homes and ourselves, often unwittingly, when we use everyday household products—the very products that seem new and clean or promise to make the home we live in look and smell new and clean. It’s the brand-new carpet. It’s stain-resistant fabric on the new couch. It’s the fabric softener that smells like fake pine and the dish detergent that smells like fake lemon. It’s the air freshener that smells like vanilla lime pine cinnamon oranges. We’ve been trained to believe that “clean” smells like vanilla lime pine cinnamon oranges. But it doesn’t. Real clean doesn’t have a smell. More important, real clean can’t hurt you.

Scary Dirt, and the stuff we buy to disguise or eliminate it, I don’t want to know. No thanks. Give me Safe Dirt any day of the week.




We’ve been trained to believe that “clean” smells like vanilla lime pine cinnamon oranges. But it doesn’t. Real clean doesn’t have a smell. More important, real clean can’t hurt you.





What I’m saying is that getting both clean and green means rethinking what you’ve come to know as clean. Before the middle of the last century, cleaning products were sort of like cookies, pies, and cakes: They were homemade. Women combined things like vinegar, lemon juice, and baking soda in recipes that resulted in effective—and safe—cleaners. Then, slowly, chemical companies began introducing new products they claimed were easier to use and more effective. They mounted advertising campaigns (remember “Ring around the collar”?) that implied that women who didn’t use those products were somehow bad wives and mothers. We were suckered by promises that our kitchens, bathrooms, floors, clothes—our entire home and everything in it—would sparkle like diamonds. And they would smell like paradise. What these companies didn’t say, but what we’re only now beginning to realize, was that these products were like Trojan horses. We brought them into our homes, thinking them benign, only to discover they’d unleashed an army of invaders.

In the years since, we’ve been brainwashed to associate fake pine and lemon scents with clean. In fact, they’re the opposite. This is hard for some of my girlfriends to comprehend or accept. They tell me when they do laundry with nontoxic detergent, they miss those smells. Those smells once provided reliable, fragrant affirmation that they were good moms and wives.

My son Spencer—remember him?—showed me that much of what I thought was evidence of being a good mom was wrong. When I understood that, I absolutely had to share it with my girlfriends in my neighborhood in San Francisco. I got fifty women together to talk about the huge difference between “chemical clean” and green clean. I figured at least some of them—my close friends, at a minimum—would come. As for the rest, who knew? But almost every mother I invited showed. I learned a simple lesson: Tell women you have information that will help their families stay healthy and happy, and you’d better be prepared to stand back. They’ll come storming through your door.

After that first successful event, I took my show on the road. I hosted similar gatherings in Atlanta and New York. Again it was standing room only. The New York Times even sent a reporter.

The women at these events were a cross-section of American womanhood: suburban housewives, working moms, soccer moms, celebrities, fellow sisters. Despite their differences, they all wanted the same thing: simple directions, clear advice. They wanted a road map. Tell me what to do, they said, every last one of them. Tell me. What I shared with them is what I’m sharing with you now, in this book: Getting clean and green at home is largely about choices. And products. Making informed choices about the things that you do and the products you buy for your home can change the quality of your family’s life and, choice by choice, improve the health of our planet.

And you know what? There wasn’t a woman there who didn’t get it, who didn’t leave with that steely look in her eye. You know the one. The look that says, I can do this.

 

And that brings up a crucial question: What is “green”? Out in the world, in business, in industry, in technology, this is a thorny question. But at home, it’s incredibly simple.

A green product is one that won’t harm you, your children, your pets, or the environment inside the house or outside where your waste goes. And it won’t hang around like an unwanted guest after you use it—on floors, carpets, counters, clothes, and so forth. The packaging it comes in should be the minimum required and should break down into safe or recyclable stuff when you’re done with it. And, though this can be hard to find out, it shouldn’t require a lot of nonrenewable or even renewable resources to make it, use it, or dispose of it.




A green product is one that won’t harm you, your children, your pets, or the environment inside the house or outside where your waste goes. And it won’t hang around like an unwanted guest after you use it.





And what’s clean? Clean, I’ve learned, is the yumminess of my children after their bath. It’s my baby boy just before he goes to sleep. It’s my fresh bed after I’ve just washed the sheets in nontoxic detergent. It’s when I come home and smell absolutely nothing—like Antarctica twenty years ago. Utterly unscented. That’s when I know my house is clean.

And safe.

FIVE GREEN-HOT TIPS


	
1. Make a decision to start today.

	
2. Pick one area of change that you are most passionate about.

	
3. Take the simple test in this chapter to see if you might be affected by chemicals in your home.

	
4. Open your mind to rethink what you know is clean.

	
5. Commit to share what you learn with your friends and family.











CHAPTER TWO

SCARY CLEAN




THE PLAIN GREEN TRUTH


	
[image: image]   There are lots of chemicals in ordinary household cleaners that could be really dangerous.

	
[image: image]   But no one knows exactly how dangerous because of the eighty thousand chemicals registered with the EPA—most have not been tested for safety.

	
[image: image]   The government doesn’t require most chemicals to be listed anywhere on product labels.

	
[image: image]   While we don’t know the full potential danger of many of these chemicals, it is better to be safe than sorry.

	
[image: image]   Get rid of the potential problems (cleaners marked “Danger” or “Poison” or containing chlorine bleach and ammonia) once and for all.



Have you ever considered how odd it is that there are warning labels on cleaning products? I mean, think about that: they’re supposed to be ridding your home of bad stuff, not adding to it—much less potentially making you sick! A good stand-up comedian could build an entire act out of this one bizarre fact.

Only it’s not funny. And here’s something even less amusing: The labels on cleaning products don’t even tell you about most of the really nasty stuff that’s inside them. If these products are as safe as they’re claimed to be, why don’t the companies tell us what’s in them? Call me suspicious, but I honestly don’t think it’s because the recipe is top secret. If it was, there wouldn’t be so many competing products with identical ingredients.

Don’t look to the government for help on this one. The government only requires companies to list “chemicals of known concern” on their labels. The key word here is “known.” The fact is that the government has no idea whether most of the chemicals used in everyday cleaning products are safe because it doesn’t test them, and it doesn’t require manufacturers to test them either. Actually, under the terms of the Toxic Substances Control Act of 1976, the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), which administers the act, can’t require chemical companies to prove the safety of their products unless the agency itself can show the product poses a health risk—which the EPA does not have the resources to do since, according to one estimate, it receives some two thousand new applications for approval every year. How tough is their review? You decide: In 2003, according to the Environmental Working Group, an agency watchdog, the EPA approved most applications in three weeks, even though more than half had provided no information on toxicity at all.1

Here’s another way of understanding how little is known: According to the EPA, of the nearly three thousand top selling chemicals in the U.S., only 7 percent have a full set of basic toxicity information.2
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