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FACT SHEET: WHAT ARE PHTHALATES?

· Phthalates are a class of chemicals commonly used as plasticizers (substances added to plastics to increase their flexibility) in a wide variety of consumer products.  They are chiefly used in automobiles to turn polyvinyl chloride (“PVC”) from a hard plastic into a flexible plastic.  Phthalates are classified as “reproductive toxicants” by the State of California and the European Union. “probable human carcinogens.”

· Beyond PVC, humans are further exposed to phthalates in cosmetics, hair spray, nail polish, deodorants, soaps, lotions, shampoos and perfumes.  Phthalates are also added to insecticides, adhesives, sealants and car-care products.
· PVC or “vinyl” is an extremely versatile material that appears in thousands of forms and products. Over 14 billion pounds of PVC are currently produced per year in North America.  Vinyl is used in everything from shower curtains, flooring, wallpaper and food containers to building materials and medical devices.
· Phthalates can be absorbed through the skin, inhaled as fumes, ingested when they contaminate food [from packaging?] or when children bite or suck on toys. Breathing in air and dust containing phthalates that have escaped from vinyl flooring also adds to the amount of phthalates in our systems. This is particularly worrisome for children since they spend a lot of time indoors and have higher exposures to dust.

· DEHP, a type of phthalate, is the most widely used plasticizer in many PVC consumer products as well as medical devices. Because it is not bound to the plastic, it leaches out during use, exposing consumers and patients.  Phthalates make their way from vinyl or PVC medical devices(such as IV tubing) into solutions that are then fed to patients. People who are ill, especially children whose systems are still developing, may be particularly sensitive to this type of exposure.

· Phthalates can cause a wide range of adverse health problems including liver, kidney and lung damage, asthma and other respiratory problems, as well as reproductive system and sexual developmental abnormalities in lab animals In May 2005, researchers identified an association between pregnant women’s exposure to phthalates and adverse effects on genital development in their male children. 
· The European Parliament voted in July 2005 to prohibit the use of three phthalate plasticizers in toys and child care items and to restrict three other plasticizers throughout the European Union.  In 2003, the European Parliament banned two phthalates commonly used in cosmetics because they are suspected reproductive toxins.

· The Japanese Automobile Manufacturers Association (JAMA) recently announced voluntary guidelines for its members for the reduction of 13 volatile organic compounds (VOCs), including phthalates.  VOCs are responsible for what is typically called “new car smell”.  

· PVC-free and DEHP-free alternatives are available for almost every use of PVC in the health care setting, including medical devices, office supplies, building materials and furnishings.

· PVC-free intravenous and blood bags are available in Europe and the U.S. for all products except packed red blood cells. PVC-free bags are cost-effective and technically competitive with PVC bags. PVC-free or DEHP-free tubing is on the market for most medical applications. Alternatives for disposable PVC gloves are also readily available.

· In addition to medical devices, PVC-free construction and furnishing products are widely available and are often cost-competitive. PVC-free mattress covers and shower curtains are an easy example. Construction materials, furnishings, and furniture products account for approximately 75% of all PVC use. 
