
Shopping Tips
Many of us like to know that a product is safe for our 
family and the environment.
We understand that some common household items, like cleaners, may contain 
harmful substances. We do our best to properly use and dispose of products labeled 
flammable, corrosive, or poisonous; however, some consumer products contain 
hazardous and potentially toxic chemicals which are harder to identify. This guide will 
help you identify some of these chemicals and provide tips and information on how 
you can limit your exposure to them. 

Some chemicals of concern 
The human and environmental effects of many of the chemicals listed below are 
not fully understood. If a chemical is persistent in the environment, is suspected to 
disrupt growth and development, or has toxic or carcinogenic effects, you may want 
to avoid the use of the chemical. Young children and babies (including inside the 
womb) are often most susceptible to chemicals because their bodies are growing 
and developing rapidly. The level or type of exposure to harmful chemicals may not, 
in all cases, cause harm to your family directly. Exposure to chemicals is only one 
possible contributor to disease: environmental, genetic, and cultural factors can lead 
to disease, or cause it to progress or reoccur.

You may also want to consider the entire life cycle of a 
product from production to disposal, including:
•   potential chemical exposure for workers at the manufacturing facility and its 

neighbours 

•   potential environmental spills and releases of the chemical during manufacturing

•   potential environmental effects when the product is disposed
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Don’t buy 
hazards: 

Avoid products with the 
following labels

Buy cleaning products that are 
environmentally certified

Avoid products with added 
fragrances

Check labels for ingredients 
and directions for use.

Look for mercury-free 
thermometers and batteries.

Check environmental  
buying guides.



Triclosan and triclocarban are slow to break down in the environment and studies 
are showing negative effects on the development of aquatic life. Triclosan is being 
detected in human urine but more studies are needed to determine if there is an 
adverse effect on humans.

Benzyl ammonium chloride is slow to break down in the environment.

Perfluorinated chemicals are persistent in the environment, e.g., perfluorooctane 
sulfonate. Studies show they are found at low levels throughout the environment in air, 
water, soil, food, and indoor dust. These chemicals can stay in a human body for long 
periods of time. Adverse effects are observed during laboratory studies when large 
doses of the chemical are used; the effect on humans has not been fully determined. 

Polybrominated diphenyl ethers (pBDEs) are persistent in the environment,  
e.g., pentaBDEs and octaBDEs. low levels are even being discovered in the Arctic 
and in deep ocean environments, and levels are on the rise. laboratory studies show 
some effects on thyroid and liver, as well as on brain development. pBDEs are found 
in many humans, including in low levels in human breast milk. The human health 
effects at current exposure levels are not known.

Polyvinyl chloride (pVC) is considered to be toxic by the Canadian government. 
Other agencies also consider it a known carcinogen. 

Phthalates may adversely affect reproduction and development, according to 
research on some phthalates. 

Bisphenol A (BpA) is a persistent chemical that could build up in our waterways and 
harm fish and other organisms. Animals in laboratory studies show neural development 
and behavioral affects when exposed to low levels of BpA in very early life stages.  
BpA is found in the urine of many humans, indicating widespread exposure.

Formaldehyde is a known carcinogen and is identified as a toxic chemical by the 
Canadian government. 

1,4-dioxane is considered carcinogenic. The primary targets of 1,4-dioxane toxicity 
are the liver and kidneys. 

Heavy metals are stable elements (cannot be metabolized by the body) which are 
also bio-accumulative (passed up the food chain to humans), e.g., mercury, cadmium, 
and lead. Heavy metals can be toxic, affect neurological function, and act as 
endocrine disruptors. 
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Here are some helpful tips to limit your exposure to these hazardous and 
toxic chemicals:
ConSuMer ProduCT How To Avoid CHeMiCALS oF ConCern CHeMiCALS oF ConCern 
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General household cleaning 
products 

Antimicrobial cleaning 
products 

Fever and temperature 
thermometers

Batteries

Cookware 

Fabric, clothing 

Furniture, carpet padding, 
foam

plastics: 
Shower curtains and other 
vinyl household items 
 
 
 

Bottles and food containers 

Electronics 

Toys and childcare products 
 
 
 

 

School supplies 
 

personal care products 
 
 
 
 
 

pesticides 

Buy EcoLogo or other environmentally certified products. Avoid antimicrobial ingredients.  
Avoid products with hazard symbols (poisonous, corrosive, flammable, and explosive). 

Only use antimicrobial cleaning products and disinfectants when necessary. look for 
peroxide-based sanitizers.

Buy digital, mercury-free thermometers. 

Use rechargeable batteries. Buy mercury-free batteries. Buy lithium button cell batteries.

Avoid non-stick coated cookware. 

Avoid stain resistant treatments. Avoid dry clean-only clothing. Use a drycleaner that uses 
wet cleaning, silicon cleaning or another environmentally preferable method.

look for manufacturers that do not use brominated flame retardants.  

Avoid polyvinyl chloride (pVC) products when you can. Consider polyethylene vinyl acetate 
(pEVA) shower curtains instead of pVC curtains. look for bio-based, non-vinyl materials.  
Or look for non-chlorinated vinyls, such as ethylene vinyl acetate (EVA) in wire coating and 
adhesives; polyethylene vinyl acetate (pEVA) in shower curtains; polyvinyl acetate (pVA) in 
paints and adhesives; and polyvinyl butyral (pVB) in safety-glass films. These alternatives  
are still petrochemical products with potential health and environmental risk, but they are 
less harmful than chlorinated pVC.

Try to avoid hard, clear plastic drinking bottles and metal-based food and beverage cans lined 
with a plastic, protective coating. Use glassware when you can.

Check the Electronic product Environmental Assessment Tool (EpEAT) website:  
www.epeat.net. There are bronze, silver and gold designations.

Avoid children’s toys and childcare products made from soft vinyl or soft plastic especially 
products that may be chewed or sucked. Avoid products that you suspect may be coated with 
paint containing heavy metals . 

Avoid hard, clear plastic containers and metal-based food and beverage cans lined with a 
plastic, protective coating. 

Avoid products such as foam baby carriers and mattresses treated with flame retardants. 

Use water-based, odourless glues, paints and markers. Use vegetable dyes. Use no heavy 
metals, such as cadmium or lead. look for safer products recommended by the Art and 
Creative Materials Institute (ACMI). 

Avoid antimicrobial ingredients. Instead just use soap and warm water to remove bacteria. 

Avoid phthalates and formaldehyde. 

Avoid fragranced products. 
Do not buy cosmetics and other personal care products that do not have an ingredient list.  
look for manufacturers or brand names that have publicly committed to use safe ingredients  
in products. Use only chemicals that are not banned in Europe or North America.

For tips on how to keep your lawn healthy, green, and pesticide-free, see:  
www.gov.ns.ca/nse/pests/non-essential.pesticides.asp

 

Triclosan, triclocarban, and benzyl 
ammonium chloride

Mercury 

Mercury

perfluorinated chemicals (such as 
perfluorooctane sulfonate)

perfluorinated chemicals and 
perchloroethylene (pErC)

polybrominated diphenyl ethers (pBDEs), 
such as pentaBDEs and octaBDEs

polyvinyl chloride (pVC)  
 
 
 
 
 

Bisphenol A (BpA) 

polyvinyl chloride (pVC), mercury, 
lead, cadmium.

- phthalates, Heavy metals such as  
  lead, mercury, and cadmium 
- Bisphenol A (BpA) 
- Brominated flame retardants such  
  as polybrominated diphenyl ethers  
  (pBDEs), such as pentaBDEs and  
  octaBDEs

Heavy metals, such as cadmium and 
lead, and petroleum-based solvents 

Formaldehyde, triclosan, phthalates, 
1,4-dioxane, and heavy metals 
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Check online resources: 
environmental certification
 Ecologo program, Canada’s national environmental certification program:
www.ecologo.org

Global guide to over 300 environmental logos: 
www.ecolabelindex.com

The Art and Creative Materials Institute: 
www.acminet.org

A few product guides
Environmental Health Association of Nova Scotia: 
www.lesstoxicguide.ca

National Geographic Green Guide:
http://environment.nationalgeographic.com/environment/green-guide/

 Electronic product Environmental Assessment Tool (EpEAT): 
www.epeat.net

 Safer Chemicals, Healthy Families (United States): 
www.healthystuff.org

Government sites
Health Canada – Consumer product Safety: 
www.hc-sc.gc.ca/cps-spc/index-eng.php

Government of Canada’s Chemicals Management plan: 
www.chemicalsubstanceschimiques.gc.ca/plan/index_e.html

 European Union, Consumer Affairs – Cosmetics: 
http://ec.europa.eu/consumers/sectors/cosmetics/index_en.htm

on reducing toxics in your life
Terrachoice:  
www.sinsofgreenwashing.org

http://environmentaldefence.ca/campaigns/toxic-nation/tips-and-guides 

http://environmentaldefence.ca/campaigns/toxic-nation/alternatives-in-
your-home

For more shopping tips
www.gov.ns.ca/nse/sp


