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How can you protect your family from toxic 
flame retardants? 

 
 

The Safe Kids Buyerõs Guide 
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Compared to previous generations, todayõs children have higher rates of serious health problems 
including allergies, attention deficit/hyperactivity disorder, autism, birth defects, certain types 
of cancer, cryptorchidism, hypospadias, diabetes, and obesity.  In hundreds of animal studies, 
such conditions have been connected to environmental factors such as flame retardant 
chemicals.  Our current regulatory system does not protect our children from such toxic 
chemicals. 
 
Flame retardants, found at high levels in baby products and furniture, may be contributing 
to these serious health problems. These chemicals leak into dust where they make their way 
into our bodies where they can pose a health hazard. 
 
In our recent study, we found that 80% of baby products tested, including nursing pillows, 
changing table pads, baby carriers, and car seats, contained chemical flame retardants associated 
with adverse health effects or lacking adequate health information.  These chemicals continue to 
be used in baby products despite the fact that they provide no fire safety benefit. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Informed parents can minimize their familyõs exposure to flame retardants by avoiding products 
that are likely to contain such chemicals.  In this guide, we provide information on: 

 The flame retardant chemicals that are being used in baby products 
 How to minimize exposure and find products that do not contain flame retardant 

chemicals 

Flame Retardants:  
Cause for Concern? 
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Lurking in the  couches, nursing pillows and televisions in a typical home are pounds of 

toxic flame retardant chemicals.  These substances are from the same family and similar in 
structure to organohalogens such as PCBs and DDT.  While those chemicals were banned in the 
1980õs, the use of halogenated flame retardants (their chemical cousins) is rapidly increasing.  
Parallel to this increase are the rising levels of chemical flame retardants detected in our and in 
our childrenõs bodies.  However, this is a relatively easy problem to solve with enormous 
potential to benefit the health of every creature on the planet.   
 
Why is my family exposed to flame retardant chemicals? 
A California furniture flammability standard called Technical Bulletin 117 (TB117) requires 
polyurethane foam in furniture and baby products to withstand a 12-second exposure to an open 
flame.  This is the only such standard in the world. Since 1975 TB117  been met with the addition 
of high levels of halogenated flame retardants to foam. However, this standard has not led to a 
measurable improvement in fire safety in California according to National Fire Protection 
Association data.   
 
What are the health effects of exposure to flame retardants? 
Accumulation of these chemicals in humans and animals as well as adverse health effects have been 
documented in many hundreds of peer reviewed research papers.  For one commonly used flame 
retardant called pentaBDE, increased flame retardant body levels are associated with reduced IQ in 
children, changes in male hormone levels and reduced sperm count, increased time to become 
pregnant in women, adverse birth outcomes, and impaired development.  This chemical has since been 
banned but its replacement chemicals are from the same family and may pose similar problems.  Pages 
7 through 11 highlight the health effects of the five commonly used flame retardants detected in the 
baby products in our study, selected references are listed in Appendix I . 
   
Who is most vulnerable to the health risk presented by flame retardants? 
Toddlers have three to four times the levels of toxic flame retardants in their bodies compared to 
their parents. These chemicals pose a serious hazard to pregnant women and young children 
who are the most vulnerable to endocrine disruptors, carcinogens, mutagens, and neurological 
and reproductive toxins. 

 
How do I know which products to avoid?  Are there flame retardant-free products out 
there? 
Page 13 of this guide will give you tips to reduce exposure.  There are some flame retardant-free 
products on the market.  We provide examples of these products in Appendix I I. 
 
How can this problem be solved? 
The California furniture flammability standard TB117 should be replaced with a standard that 
does not lead to the use of toxics in baby products.  Page 14 provides tips for becoming a 
consumer advocate.  Attempts to change to a more effective and less toxic fire standard have 
been defeated by flame retardant industry lobbying. 
 

 

Introduction  
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Step 1: Flame retardant chemicals escape from furniture and baby product(s) and settle 
into house dust 

  

 
 

Step 2: Contaminated dust gets onto hands, food, and toys 
 

 
 

Step 3: Contaminated dust is ingested by eating with hands, or putting toys or hands in 
mouth 

 

 

 

 

How are we exposed to flame 
retardants? 
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The Flame Retardant 
Chemicals in Baby Products 
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PentaBDE 
Pentabrominated diphenylether 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
From the 1980s pentaBDE was used in furniture and juvenile product foam to meet TB117 until 
2004 when it was banned due to its toxic properties.  Though it is not used in new products, 
furniture and baby products containing pentaBDE are still in use. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

We detected pentaBDE in the 
following types of baby products: 

 
car seats 

 
rockers 

 
portable cribs 

Animal Studies: 
 Cancer 
 Neurotoxicity 
 Reproductive and developmental toxicity 
 Hormone disruption 

 
Human Studies: 

 Lowered IQ  in children 
 Reduced male and female fertility 
 Hormone disruption 
 Low birth weight 
 Cryptorchidism or undescended testicles (which is 
associated with cancer later in life) 

 

Health Associations 
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TDCPP (chlorinated tris) 
Tris(1,3-dichlorisopropyl)phosphate 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
More than a third of the baby products we tested contained a flame retardant known as TDCPP, 
or chlorinated tris, which was removed from childrenõs pajamas in the 1970s because it caused 
genetic mutations.  Levels of up to 12.5% were found. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Animal Studies 
 DNA mutations 
 Considered moderate hazard for cancer and 
reproductive/developmental effects by US EPA 

 Consumer Product Safety Commission estimates 
lifetime cancer risk from TDCPP-treated furniture 
foam is up to 300 cancer cases/million 

Human Studies 
 Men living in homes with high amounts of TDCPP in 
household dust have reduced sperm counts and 
altered levels of hormones related to fertility and 
thyroid function 

 

Health Effects 

We detected TDCPP in the 
following types of baby products: 

 
car seats 

 
changing table pads 

 
sleep positioners 

 
baby carriers 

 
nursing pillows 

 
portable cribs 

 
high chair pads 

 
bassinet mattresses 


