If Representative Andrea Doll has her way, Alaska will join the 11 other States that have already banned or are phasing out the manufacture, sale, and distribution of new products containing part of the family of toxic flame-retardant chemicals polybrominated diphenyl ethers, or PBDEs for short.  Three other States have similar pending legislation.  The first hearing for House Bill 271 is scheduled for the Labor and Commerce Committee this Friday at 3pm, in Room 17 of the State Capitol Building in Juneau.
Studies show that PBDE’s negatively affect brain development in young children, including memory and learning functions.  They also cause thyroid problems, slow sexual maturation, and significantly reduced sperm counts in adults.  Approximately 15 million Americans have levels of PBDE’s in their bloodstream in excess of federal health guidelines.  According to Representative Doll, “PBDE’s are a significant health hazard, and I’m concerned about its impact to the future of Alaska – our children.  There are alternatives to this product which are readily available.”  PBDE levels in US populations are 10 to 100 times higher than the world average, and the US levels are doubling every two to five years.

PBDEs are commonly used in mattresses, carpet pads, and upholstery, as well as the plastic casings of computers and other electronic devices.  When products containing PBDE’s are burned, the toxins become airborne, and are a major threat to firefighters.  “We have a responsibility to protect the brave men and women who protect our homes on a daily basis.  Every fire-fighting organization is in support of laws that ban this toxic chemical.  And as PBDEs spread on air currents, it lands on farmlands and enters the human food chain that way.”  PBDEs are being found in everything from meat and dairy products to fruits and vegetables, as well as indoor air and household dust.

Global PBDE pollution tends to flow toward northern latitudes in air and water currents, a particular concern to Alaska and other northern countries.  “We need to protect our fisheries resource, and support other States and countries that are trying to ban this toxic chemical” says Representative Doll.
When products containing PBDE’s are thrown into a landfill, the toxins leach into the water table and get consumed by fish, birds and other small creatures.  As those species are consumed by mammals and humans, PBDE’s get concentrated in fat tissue and breast milk, much as DDT does.
HB 271 bans the importation to Alaska of mattresses, upholstery, and electronics containing PBDEs beginning in 2009, and also allows the Department of Environmental Conservation (DEC) to ban other flame retardants if they determine that the flame retardant is harmful to public health or to the environment, and if reasonable safe alternative exist.  She is also concerned that as more States ban PBDE’s, manufacturers will dump its PBDE-containing products in the States that don’t prohibit PBDE’s.

Alternatives to PBDE flame retarded plastics are widely available on the market and are commonly used in electronic products today according to the Lowell Center’s report: An Investigation of Non-Halogen Substitutes in Electronic Enclosures and Textile Applications.  The most common alternative is a phosphorus-based compound:  resorcinol bis(diphenyl-phosphate) (RDP), which is not a persistent bio-accumulative toxic chemical (PBT).  RDP allows products to meet strict fire safety standards needed to protect consumers, but is much safer for animals and the environment.  
Many companies are voluntarily phasing out the use of PBDEs; including DELL computers, Canon, Hewlett-Packard, Mitsubishi, and Sony.  Mattress companies that don’t use any PBDEs include Sealy, Serta, Simmons, and Spring Air.  “Just as the auto industry initially fought against installing airbags in new vehicles, and now advertise them as an crucial safety item, I believe manufacturers will soon be trumpeting the use of RDP or other safer fire retardants in their products as a selling point”, said Representative Doll.  “By this bill we are saying to companies:  We want you to deliver safe products to Alaskans.  We value our people and our resources.”
Another alternative is to change the design and construction to materials that are less flammable, such as metal, glass, Kevlar, and natural fibers.
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