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Abstract:

This presentation will discuss health and environmental impacts of halogenated flame retardants in homes, the fire safety benefits, and how alternative strategies can reduce fire hazard without adding potential persistent organic pollutants (POPS) to consumer products. 

Flammability regulations for foam in furniture and juvenile products in California have led to the use of brominated and chlorinated flame retardants in these products. High levels of the flame retardant pentabrominated diphenylether (pentaBDE), found in dust and body fluids in California, can be attributed to the state’s unique fire standard.
 
Has this use of halogenated flame retardants been shown to save lives?  While flame retardants slow ignition and flame spread, they also increase toxic gas production.  Most fire deaths are from gas inhalation rather than flames.  According to the National Fire Protection Association, the leading source of fire data in North America, "U.S. fire data is not detailed or complete enough to show whether adding fire retardant chemicals to furniture foam in California since 1980 has made a measurable difference in fire deaths in that state."  

Strategies to reduce fire hazard without potentially toxic chemicals include a decrease in cigarette consumption; improved enforcement of building, fire, and electrical codes; smoke detectors, home sprinklers, and fire safe cigarettes and candles.   
 

Prior to implementing flammability regulations leading to halogenated chemicals in consumer products, decision makers should consider health and environmental hazards of the chemicals likely to be used as well as fire safety benefits.  Alternative strategies to reduce fire hazard without potential adverse health and environmental impacts include new technologies and materials, product design, and green chemistry.
