
Hidden exposures may happen by: 

Eating or Drinking Breathing    Touching
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Many people, including pregnant women,
come into contact with things in their
day-to-day environment that may affect
their health and their ability to have a
healthy child. Some products that can

affect pregnancy, such as maternal cigarette smoke,
second hand smoke, alcohol and some medications
taken during pregnancy, are familiar and most people
take steps to reduce their exposure. There is not as much
awareness of the possible effects of other things found
in the day-to-day environment.

Most babies are born healthy, but it is important to
improve the chances of that happening. Be aware of
things around you, as some substances can create
immediate or long-term health effects. It can be
difficult to find easy-to-understand information
about possible reproductive toxins, and simple sug-
gestions on what can be done. These fact sheets are
designed to fill this need. They present information
on topics which pregnant women in prenatal classes
identified as concerns to them. They also offer tips
on reducing possible hidden exposures. 

Hidden Exposures,Reproduction and the Environment: Introduction

Why these Fact Sheets?

We are the Environment, The Environment is Us:

What are Hidden Exposures?

How are you Exposed?

Reproduction, Pregnancy and Human Bodies:

Our bodies are not separate
from the environment around
us. We breathe air, drink
water and eat food and the
external becomes internal.

We live in an ever more industrialized society. The
fast-paced consumer-based western lifestyle requires
large amounts of chemicals and other manufactured
substances. As we use more electricity, we are also
surrounded by electromagnetic fields. 

While a high consumption lifestyle might seem to
be a benefit to many, there are also costs to our
health, the health of future generations and the
environment. Many people do not realize how many
manufactured chemicals, disposable plastics and
other substances are around us every day. Because
we do not see these things or do not recognize that
some of them may be toxic we may not be aware
that we are being exposed to substances that may
affect our health.

People come into contact with many things in the
environment  which they are unaware of. Some of
these things may have an effect on their health. You
can be exposed to them when you breathe (eg: air
with solvents), eat (eg: food with pesticides), drink
(eg: water from lead pipes) and touch (eg: surfaces

The Reproductive Cycle:
Women and men are both a part of the reproductive
process but play different roles.



• Hospital for Sick Children Motherisk Program - 
416-813-6780 – www.motherisk.org

• Health Canada – www.hc-sc.gc.ca
• Toronto Environmental Alliance – 416-596-0660 

www.torontoenvironment.org
• Pollution Probe – 416-926-1907 or

613-237-3485  www.pollutionprobe.org
• Sunnybrook & Women’s College Health Sciences

Centre, Environmental Health Clinic – 416-351-3764

Where To Go For More Information On Health and The Environment:

HIDDEN EXPOSURES,                           REPRODUCTION and PREGNANCY

Toxics Can Accumulate and May Interact With Each Other:
When we are exposed to high doses of certain tox-
ics or to repeated low doses, our bodies cannot
always eliminate them totally and they can build
up in fatty tissue, organs or bone. In the body,
toxic substances can also interact with each other
and may have unexpected effects.

Endocrine Disruption:
Endocrine disruptors are chemicals that can affect
the functioning of hormones which are part of the
endocrine system. They can also affect the

Useful Definitions Relating to Reproductive Health Hazards:
Birth Defect: Any structural, functional or biochem-
ical abnormality (genetically determined or induced
/acquired during pregnacy) not due to injuries suf-
fered during birth.

Exposure: The length of time, dose of chemical, bio-
logical or physical agent to which an animal or person
is subjected. 

What Can You Do?

• Reduce your personal use of and exposure to substances that may be toxic.
• Always be aware of your day-to-day environment and minimize your exposure.
• Get active in your community with groups working to create a safe and healthy environment.

Hidden Exposures During The Reproductive Cycle:
There are many points at which hidden
exposures may affect the reproductive
cycle:

Before conception exposure to toxics
may disturb the menstrual cycle; male or female sex-
ual function; affect interest in sex; reduce fertility;
or damage male or female germ cells. 

At conception exposure to reproductive toxins may
make conception more difficult.  

During pregnancy, exposure to toxic substances may
cause spontaneous abortions or miscarriages; birth

defects; functional abnormalities; or changed or
delayed fetal growth.

Newborns may be affected by hazards they were
exposed to in the womb, by contaminants in breast
milk or infant formula, and by their immediate envi-
ronment.

There may be long-term effects on the children who
are exposed to reproductive hazards in the womb.
As well, children may be exposed in their daily envi-
ronment.

Source: Kaye, 1986.

During pregnancy toxins in the body may leave the area
they are stored in, and may cross the placenta and
affect the fetus. Substances that affect hormones are
of concern, because exposure to very little during
critical development stages or "windows" may have
negative effects on the developing fetus.

immune system, nervous system and the reproductive
system. Certain toxics that affect reproduction may
have endocrine disrupting effects.

Reproductive Health Hazards: broadly defined as
chemical, physical or biological agents that cause
reproductive impairment or adverse developmental
effects.

Toxin: A chemical, physical or biological agent that
interferes with the function of a cell, tissue, organ or
organism.

Source: Barrett, V. and J. Atkins. 1995.

It’s better to be safe than sorry! Our recommendations throughout these fact sheets are based
on the precautionary principle. While there are specific recommendations for each topic, overall
they can be summarized as followed:

• Toronto Health Connection - 416- 338-7600 
• South Riverdale Community Health Centre - 

416-461-1925 
• Canadian Association of Physicians for the

Environment – www.cape.ca
• Canadian Environmental Law Association – 416-960-2284

www.cela.ca
• Toronto Public Health - Healthy People, Healthy

Environment - www.city.toronto.on.ca/health/hphe
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• Whether in the environment or in your body, many pesticides 
break down chemically. Others are excreted from the body
intact. Breakdown substances can sometimes be more toxic
than the initial active ingredient itself.

Pesticides can contaminate air, water, soil and animal & human tissue. Farmers and other people using pesticides in
their jobs are most at risk for exposure to pesticides. The rest of the population is exposed to pesticides mainly through
the use of pesticides in and around the home and to a lesser extent through the food we eat. Exposure occurs through:

• Long term health effects of low level pesticide exposure  may
include cancer, damage to the central nervous system and 
respiratory illness. Pesticides may also damage the immune system.

• High exposure levels have been linked to liver, lung and kidney
damage, lowered fertility and sexual function, sterility, paralysis,
brain hemorrhages, heart problems, a variety of cancers, coma
and neuropsychiatric disorder. 

Certain pesticides, their break-down products and by-products
of their manufacture are known to disrupt the endocrine (hormone)
system in animals and possibly in humans. Several household
pesticides used today are suspected of being endocrine disruptors.

Reproduction, pregnancy and birth outcome:

• Research shows that exposure to pesticides can lower fertility in both men and women.

• Negative health effects related to parental exposure to certain pesticides include spontaneous abortion, stillbirth, low birth 
weight, slow fetal growth, birth defects and possibly a higher risk of cancer for the child later in life.

• There are times when the fetus is more likely to be affected by certain pesticides, even at very low levels.  For some pesticides,
one exposure "hit" can damage a developing fetus.

• Parental exposure to certain pesticides can affect the reproductive health of their children. Suspected effects include delays 
in reaching sexual maturity, lower immune function, birth defects, smaller sex organ size at puberty, undescended testes and 
changes in steroid hormone production. All this will affect this generation’s reproductive potential.  

The health effects of pesticides are different depending on
what the pesticide is, who is exposed, at what point in their
lives and to how much.

• Immediate health effects can include coughing, breathing
difficulties, nausea, vomiting, eye irritation, weakness, dizziness,
blurred vision, muscle twitching, convulsions and depression.

Pesticides

Absorption
• through direct contact with a

pesticide product.
• through indirect contact with pets,
grass or other objects which have had
contact with pesticides.

Ingestion
• of residues on food, airborne parti-
cles, residue on home surfaces
(especially by young children).

Inhalation
• of sprays, powders and fumes from
products used in the home and in the
greater environment.

The term ‘pesticides’ is broad. It includes things
that kill insects, fungi, plants, rodents, spiders,
mites and other types of living organisms. Over 3,000
pesticide products are currently available in Canada. 

What are pesticides?

How are you exposed?

What are the health effects?

Common household sources of exposure are:
fumigation, aerial spraying, house & yard treatment products,
personal insect repellant and pet flea products.

Possible dietary sources of exposure are: 
non-organic animal and plant foods, water that contains pes-
ticides or pesticide breakdown products (this can be a prob-
lem in areas relying on ground water).

Children are more likely to be exposed to pesticides than
adults because of behaviours like crawling and putting things
in their mouths. They also eat more food per kilo of body
weight than adults and their bodies are less able to deal with
and get rid of pesticides.

Pesticide exposure before conception(by either parent), during pregnancy and after birth may result in a negative 
pregnancy outcome and/or health impact on children.

Pesticide products contain both active and "inert" ingredients.
Active ingredients are the ones that actually kill pests. Inert
ingredients, called formulants, do things like improve the
action of the active ingredient, dilute the product or make it
smell better. However, they are often chemically or biologi-
cally active substances that may also pose risks to health.

• "Acceptable" exposure levels were traditionally set for the
average adult male and did not consider women who are pregnant
or nursing, children and other vulnerable populations. 

• Pesticides are not tested in combination with other pesticides
and chemicals that we are exposed to. The effects when chemicals
interact can be different than that of the pesticide itself.
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Contact:
• Toronto Health Connection - (416)338-7600
• South Riverdale CHC, Environmental Health Promotion (416)461-1925
• Pest Management Information Service 1-800-267-6315

Useful websites:
• Pesticide Action Network North America - www.panna.orga/panna/
• Washington Toxics Coalition - www.watoxics.org
• Ontario College of Family Physicians – www.cfpc.ca/ocfp; 
• Pollution Probe - www.pollutionprobe.org/publications/toxics.htm
• Children’s Environmental Health Network – www.cehn.org
• Health Canada - www.hc-sc.gc.ca
• Toronto Public Health - Healthy People, Healthy Environment -

www.city.toronto.on.ca/health/hphe

Organizations:
• Toronto Environmental Alliance (416)596-0660, 

e-mail: tea@web.ca
• Canadian Environmental Law Association – (416)-960-2284

www.cela.ca
• Sierra Club of Canada Campaign for Pesticide Reduction

(613)241-4611 e-mail: sierra@web.net
• World Wildlife Fund Canada, (416) 489-8800 www.wwfcanada.org
• Greenpeace Canada, 1-800-320-7183  www.greenpeacecanada.org

Eat organic foods where possible to avoid pesticide residues currently in use. Organics are becoming more widely available and
affordable as the demand grows. If you have a limited budget for organic food, spend it on organic dairy products and meat. Eating
less fat or reducing non-organic dairy and meat will reduce your exposure to older style pesticides that have accumulated in ani-
mals, especially those high on the food chain. This will also reduce exposure to other toxics. You can also choose from many good
vegetable sources of protein such as beans and tofu. Ensure that you get adequate protein if you are pregnant.

Some fruits and vegetable require intensive pesticide use and/or take up more pesticides than others. In this order, the following
are likely to contain high levels of pesticides and are therefore the most important fruits and vegetables to buy organic: straw-
berries, bell peppers, spinach, cherries, peaches, Mexican cantaloupe, celery, apples, apricots, green beans, Chilean grapes,
cucumber, pears & winter squash (U.S. Environmental Health Working Group 1996, U.S. Consumers Union 1999).

Meat, poultry and fish are highest on
the food chain. Do not eat these in
excess and where possible, buy organic.

Dairy products and eggs come from
animals high up in the food chain. Do
not eat these foods in excess and where
possible, buy organic.  

Fruits and vegetable are at the bottom of
the food chain (but may be directly treated
with pesticides). Wash all produce with a
pesticide wash, or natural soap, and rinse
well. Wash organic produce also to remove
dust and materials they have been in con-
tact with during transport and display.

If you do have a pest problem:

1. Identify the pest problem as specifically as possible
2. Consider physical or mechanical ways to get rid of pests

such as cutting off water sources, caulking cracks, removing food
sources, cleaning, vacuuming or using traps.

What can you do?

Where Can You Get More Information / Get Involved?

Pest Control: Prevention is the best approach. Change conditions attractive to pests. 
Find out what they need to survive and CHANGE THE ENVIRONMENT (eg; eliminate dampness, sunlight, air or food sources).

Women who are pregnant, planning a pregnancy or nursing, should avoid exposure to pesticides.
• Avoid chemical pesticide products: natural pest control methods do exist for most pest problems. 
• In particular, do not use chemical pesticides when there are pregnant women, nursing mothers, infants or small

children around.
• Change your perspective: some pests are not harmful and living with others is unavoidable.   
• Change your expectations about gardens and produce. A "perfect" apple or lawn is not natural or necessary!
• Get active!  Join a group working on these issues. In Toronto, pesticides are no longer used in parks, but in other

areas, you can find out about pesticide use in local parks and public spaces. Encourage government agencies, 
businesses and individuals that use pesticides to consider their potential health effects and use safer alternatives.

3. Look for less toxic pest control products, 
such as diatomaceous earth.

4. Use toxic chemical pesticides only as a last resort.

To repel ants: Sprinkle chili powder, peppermint leaves 
or cream of tartar at points where ants are coming in.
To kill ants: Use a mixture of borax and icing sugar.

If you must use pesticide products at home:

• Choose a less toxic product and use as little of it as possible.
Avoid aerosol or spray products.

• Ventilate well and wear the appropriate mask 
(see label, call the manufacturer, or the Pest Management
Information Service 1-800-267-6315 for details).

• Remove or protect all food, cookware and kitchen utensils  when
using pesticides in a kitchen. When having a home fumigated,
remove or protect toys, pillows, carpets and furniture from
pesticide exposure.

• Follow the directions on the label carefully. Avoid mixing 
different pesticides.

• Anyone who has used pesticides should shower with soap
and hot water and launder clothes (separately from household  
laundry) after applying pesticides.

• Stay out of the environment for as long as possible - at least
12 hours. Levels of some pesticides may still be high 48 hours
after application.

To trap mice: Use many snap traps with fresh peanut butter
as bait or sticky traps.
To kill mice: Sprinkle a mixture if 1 part plaster of paris, 
1 part flour and some sugar.
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In Canada, people’s exposure to lead has
been decreasing since the 1970s because
of the removal of lead from gasoline and
food cans and reduction of the limits on

Immediate and long term effects:
Acute lead poisoning is rare in Canada. However regular
or high exposure to lead can damage the kidneys
and brain. Low levels of lead can also affect nervous
system and brain development in the fetus, infant
and child. 

Reproduction, pregnancy and birth outcome:
• Men exposed to high lead levels can have 

lowered fertility.
• Women with high or long-term lead exposure 

may have lowered fertility.
• Women exposed to high lead levels are 

more likely to have a miscarriage. 
• High exposure in women may also be linked to 

higher risk of stillbirth, low birth weight, birth
defects and newborn deaths.

• Children born to women with high lead levels are 
at higher risk for slow and/or delayed growth and 
nervous system disorders.   

Lead

Lead is a very soft metal that can be
easily worked, does not rust and is 
difficult to break. Lead is cheap and

• contaminated soil & dust
• lead based paint chips
• imported lead soldered food cans
• some glazes on pottery dishes
• industrial sources
• hobbies such as stained glass and 

oil painting (which may use lead 
products)

• tap water, if plumbing or fixtures contain lead
• workplace exposures
• folk remedies 
• lead crystal
• low quality candles (the wicks may contain lead)
• low-quality jewellery

A developing fetus is at higher risk of exposure to
lead if its mother:

• is exposed to lead during pregnancy.
• has been exposed to lead in the past.
• drinks alcohol during pregnancy (alcohol makes it 

easier for the body to absorb lead).
• smokes during pregnancy (lead is used in tobacco

fertilizer and lead from cigarette smoke is easily 
absorbed).

• lives or works in an environment containing lead 
based paint.

• does not eat a nutritious diet and get all the 
vitamins and minerals needed during pregnancy.

What is lead?

How are you exposed?

What are the health effects?

has been used in many ways. Pencils, paint and
gasoline are some products that used to be made
with lead.  

lead use in paints and plumbing. However there are
still ways we can be exposed to lead in daily life. Lead
can be breathed in or swallowed from:

Over a lifetime, lead accumulates in the body, especially
in the liver and the bones. During pregnancy, this
lead can be released into the blood. It is estimated
that 90% of a woman’s stores of lead can cross the 
placenta during pregnancy and reach the fetus.

As well, during pregnancy, lead can also enter a
woman’s bloodstream through exposure to lead-
containing substances in her environment. If a
developing baby is exposed to high levels of lead,
serious health effects are possible.   
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During pregnancy:
• See your doctor or a midwife early on and regularly during pregnancy for good prenatal care.
• Minimize possible exposures to lead.
• Avoid smoking and drinking alcohol.  

• Eat enough calcium. Tofu, kale, broccoli and navy beans are some non-dairy foods high in calcium. For 
dairy sources of calcium, low fat dairy products are best and if possible, buy organic.

• Be sure to get enough iron and zinc every day. Good non-meat sources of iron include blackstrap molasses,
dried apricots and spinach. Oysters, lean meat, and poultry are good sources of zinc, as well as whole grain
breads and cereals. Where possible, buy organic meat products. 

• Be sure to get enough Vitamin B complex, Vitamin C, and Vitamin D every day. Speak to your doctor,
nurse practitioner or midwife for details.

• Make sure your diet is high in fibre, especially pectin. 
• Ask your doctor about a blood test if you suspect your lead level is high. Hair analysis is of some value

in screening for heavy metal exposure. Ask your doctor, naturopath or health practitioner.
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What can you do?

• Contact your local Canada and Mortgage Housing Corporation office about lead paint in the home.
• Do not use power sanding or scraping when removing lead paint. This produces significant lead 

contamination. Follow recommended procedures for safe lead removal. Get advice on how to do this,
especially when painting or renovating old (pre 1980) painted surfaces.

• Clean often, use a high-efficiency filter vacuum, damp-mop floors & do not wear shoes in the home. 
• Gardens and play areas should not be near peeling paint surfaces or other possible sources of lead.
• Run taps for a few minutes when the water has not been used for a number of hours. 
• Use cold water for drinking, cooking and making baby formula.  
• Contact the Public Health Department or the Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation about 

problems with lead plumbing or testing lead levels.       
• Never burn painted wood or coloured paper - paints/inks can contain lead. 
• Imported ceramics may contain a higher lead content as regulations are not as strict in other countries.
• Pregnant women should avoid hazardous hobby materials such as metal paints and lead solder. If used,

such materials should be stored in airtight containers and work areas should be cleaned after use.
• Do not store food and drinks in lead crystal containers. You may use them to serve, however not to children. 
• Avoid using lead crystal with acidic food such as tomatoes or oranges. 
• Imported canned foods may be in cans made using lead solder. 
• Do not plant fruits and vegetables near the road, especially along major streets or highways.

Contact: 
• Toronto Health Connection - 416-338-7600
• South Riverdale Community Health Centre 

Environmental Health Promotion, - 416-461-1925
• Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation 1-800-668-2642
• Canadian Environmental Law Association - 

416-960-2284
• Environmental Health Clinic - 416-351-3764
• Hospital for Sick Children Lead Clinic - 416-813-5823
• Hospital for Sick Children MotherRisk - 416-813-6780

Useful Reading:  
• Why Barns are Red: The Health Risks From Lead and

Their Prevention. Metropolitan Toronto Teaching 
Health Units and South Riverdale Community Health
Centre, 1995.

• Standard Setting for Lead - The Cautionary Tale
CELA 2000. - www.cela.ca/ch-health/cs-lead.pdf.

Where Can You Get More Information / Get Involved?

Useful Websites: 
• Canadian Association of Physicians For the

Environment –www.cape.ca/lead.htm
• Canadian Environmental Law Association

www.cela.ca  Library: www.ecolawinfo.org
• Health Canada Website: www.hc-sc.gc.ca
• Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation

www.cmhc-schl.gc.ca
• http//ehpnet1.nih.gov/docs/2001/109-9/ss.html
• Greater Boston Physicians for Social Responsability -

www.igc.org/psr

Some tips for the home:
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Absorption
• by touching them.

examples of everyday solvent exposure:
• cosmetic products like hairsprays, nail polish, nail

polish remover and hair dyes.
• some cleaning products, such as grease cutters,

oven cleaners and drain openers.

Paint and solvent exposure happens a lot more regularly than most people realize. You may
sometimes not even realize that you are being exposed to solvents.  

Inhalation
• by breathing in dust 

and vapours.

Ingestion
• by swallowing paint chips

and dust.

How are you exposed?

• dry-cleaned clothing.
• paints, adhesives, glues & some art supplies.
• contaminated industrial waste which makes its 

way into the environment.
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All organic solvents are liquid chemicals
that may evaporate easily and can break
down fats. Many solvents are made of or
give off volatile organic compounds

that contribute to indoor and outdoor air pollution.
Organic solvents are widely used in industry and in
residential products, often to cut grease. 

What are solvents?
In your home you may come into contact with
organic solvents in many ways. They are used in
cleaning products and cosmetics to cut grease and
help the product penetrate, in aerosol sprays, in
disinfectants, paints, paint strippers and thinners,
varnish and many other household products.

Immediate and long-term effects of organic solvents: 
• can irritate the skin.
• can reduce function in the brain and central 

nervous system.  
• can be linked to higher rates of some cancers.
• may affect kidney function.

In the past lead was seen as the main health threat
from paints. Today a key health concern of paints is
the solvents that they contain. Solvents may build
up in fatty tissue and some are known to negatively
affect health.

Paints & Solvents

Paint is pigment particles in a liquid that
is called the medium. Oil paints use oil
or an alkyd resin as their medium. Latex
paints do not use oil and can be

thinned or cleaned with water. Oil paints must be
thinned or cleaned with organic solvents like paint
thinner or Varsol. Other ingredients are added to
thin the paint, preserve it, stop rust, kill fungus,
and dry the paint. Most modern household paint is
latex and some is oil. Many other types of paints are
used in industry, the arts and for hobbies.

What are paints?

What are the health effects?

Most modern paints available in Canada do not have
high levels of lead or other toxic metals. However,
small amounts are still present in some exterior
paints. The metals are used to give the paint its
colour. Some older buildings still have walls painted
with lead-based paint. 

Oil paints give off volatile organic compounds
(VOCs). These are chemicals that evaporate at room
temperature, worsen indoor air quality and con-
tribute to smog.

• may be linked to some respiratory illnesses 
including asthma.

• can contribute to heart disease and 
other heart dysfunctions.

• may contribute to the development of 
environmental sensitivities and intolerances.

Solvents are attracted to fatty tissue, especially the nervous system. Developing brains are at a high
risk. Pregnant women must be careful because a level of solvent exposure that may not bother or
affect them can be enough to harm the fetus. 



Useful Websites 
• PollutionProbe - 

www.pollutionprobe.org/publications/toxics.htm  
• Health Canada Website - www.hc-sc.gc.ca 
• Children’s Environmental Health Network -    

www.cehn.org
• Recycling Council of Ontario - 

www.rco.on.ca/wrw/factsheets.html
• Motherisk - www.motherisk.org
• Chemical Injury Relief Foundation -

www.rco.on.ca/wrw/factsheets.html
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What can you do?

Where Can You Get More Information / Get Involved?

Women who are pregnant or planning a pregnancy should avoid or lower their exposure to
paints and the organic solvents in many household products. 

Tips to reduce paint exposure:
• Use products that do not need to be painted, varnished, stained or stripped.
• It is best for pregnant women not to paint or refinish. If you do paint: follow the label

directions, air the area out well, wear a mask with an organic vapour cartridges and gloves 
where possible, avoid spray paint, use low-VOC latex paints. Vegetable oil or mineral oil
(baby oil) is great for removing oil paint from skin!

• Avoid areas being painted until the paint is dry and there is no smell.
• Choose latex paints. Use the highest quality paint you can afford. Environmentally friendly

paints with low VOCs are now available.
• Never use commercial paint thinner or stripper while pregnant.  
• Do not paint in the winter when opening windows is difficult.
• Do not eat or drink anything while painting.
• Other people in the household who use paints and/or organic solvents regularly should

change clothes before coming home and wash their work clothes separately.

Reducing exposure to solvents:
• Try not to buy clothing that must be dry-cleaned.  
• If you do dry-clean, find a cleaner with Green-clean (water, natural soaps, steam and heat).
• Air dry-cleaned items outside for several days before bringing them into the home. 
• Use products with less solvents (e.g. non-acetone nail polish remover, non-toxic glue…).
• Use fewer solvents and avoid spray products (e.g. paints, hairspray, oven cleaner, moth balls...).
• While pregnant, avoid hobbies that use solvents e.g. photo developing and oil painting.  
• If products containing a lot of solvents are used: ventilate well, wear a face mask with 

organic vapour cartridge, gloves and clothing to protect your skin.

Reproduction, pregnancy and birth outcomes:

• Solvents may affect a woman’s reproductive health
(e.g. higher risk of preeclampsia [pregnancy
induced high blood pressure] and menstrual disorders).

• Solvent exposure may lower fertility in both 
men and women.

• Paints made before 1990 may contain mercury-based
fungicides – some are toxic to a developing fetus.

• The dry cleaning solvent perchloroethylene may 
enter breast milk and could also be passed on
to the fetus. 

• Miscarriage, slow growth of the fetus, birth
defects, developmental disabilities, and higher
risk of cancer for children later in life are linked to
some solvents that cross the placenta when women
are exposed to high levels or are exposed to solvents
for long periods of time.

Contact: 
• Toronto Health Connection - 416-338-7600
• South Riverdale Community Health Centre, 

Environmental Health Promotion - 416-461-1925 
• Hospital for Sick Children MotherRisk - 

416-813-6780
• Sunnybrook & Women’s College Health Sciences

Centre, Environmental Health Clinic - 416-351-3764
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You can be exposed to plastics in many different ways. Your "cumulative exposure" is the total
amount of chemicals that your body is exposed to over time. Plastic product materials and addi-
tives are not always chemically bound to the finished plastic product, and can “leak out” of
the plastic and can then enter into the body or the environment.
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How are you exposed?

Long-term health effects:
• Some plasticizers, the chemicals that make plastics

soft, have been shown to affect sexual development 
and reproduction in laboratory animals. DEHP, the 
plasticizer used in PVC, has been reported to affect 
the liver, lungs, kidney, heart and reproductive tract 
in laboratory animals.

• Preliminary evidence suggests that poly brominated
diphenyl ethers (PBDEs) added to some foams and
plastics as flame retardents, may be related to
health effects, such as cancer, thyroid toxicity 
and neurodevelopmental problems.

Plastics

Plastics are synthetic materials used all
over the world. There are many types of
plastic, all made from different combi-
nations of chemicals with things added

(plasticizers, stabilizers, lubricants and colourants)
to make them be either hard or soft, clear or coloured,

What are plastics?

What are the health effects?

smooth or rough. Polyvinyl chloride (PVC)  is a chlo-
rinated plastic of particular concern. The production
and incineration of PVC produces dioxin. The plasticizer
that makes PVC flexible and strong can leach out of
PVC products.

Reproduction, pregnancy and birth outcome:
• Many plastics contain chemicals known 

(or suspected) to change or interfere with endocrine 
or hormonal systems and therefore affect reproduction
– these are called endocrine disruptors. 

• Endocrine disruptors may affect fetuses exposed
in the womb and may lead to birth defects, sexual
development problems, lowered age of sexual
maturity, reproductive cancers, and behavioural 
problems.

• DEHP causes abnormal sexual development in lab-
oratory animals, affecting sperm motility, ovarian
function and testicular development.

Absorption 
• By direct skin contact with 

plastics e.g. clothing, 
car seats, playpens, 
inflatable water toys…

• Through the "leaking" of 
chemicals into the body from
some plastic medical equipment
(e.g. PVC tubes and PVC bags).*

Ingestion 
• By eating food packaged,

stored or prepared in plastic,
especially soft plastic. Foods
with a high fat content absorb
chemicals in plastic more easily.

• By chewing or sucking on plastic
things – especially soft plastics.

Inhalation 
• By breathing in plastic fibres

e.g. from building materials.
• By breathing in fumes given 

off when plastic materials are
new e.g. shower curtain, 
car seats, flooring…  

A general statement about the health effects of plastics exposure is difficult to make. The body of research
on the building blocks of plastics and on it’s many additives is growing. Some negative effects appear in
animals at levels of exposure similar to what some people may receive in certain medical situations. The
implications for human health are not yet clearly defined. 

Types of Plastics: six plastics most commonly found in the home and some of their uses.
• Polyvinyl Chloride (PVC) = vinyl: luggage, shower curtains, rubber duckies, pipes, oil & shampoo bottles.
• High density polyethylene (HDPE): milk & juice jugs, margarine containers, motor oil containers.
• Low-density polyethylene (LDPE): garbage bags, plastic bottles, ice cream tubs.
• Polyethylene teraphthalate (PETE): detergent bottles, beverage bottles, peanut butter containers.
• Polypropylene (PP): screw on caps, food tubs, car battery cases.
• Polysterene (PS): clear take-out containers and cutlery.



Consider reducing your overall purchase and use of plastics. This will benefit the envi-
ronment and be beneficial to human and animal health. You can also get involved with
organizations working on this issue and…

In the Home:
• When renovating try to use products like wood,

ceramic, stone, metal, and cloth instead of 
plastic products.  

• Minimize the purchase of PVC furnishings, 
furniture and construction products.

• If renovating while pregnant, avoid exposure to
plastic building and decorating products such as vinyl
wallpaper, vinyl flooring, window blinds and PVC pipes.

• If you use plastic products, stay away until reno-
vations are complete and air out your home well
during and after. 

• Let any new soft plastic products, such as shower 
curtains and vinyl flooring, air out outdoors for at
least 1 to 3 days before using them in the home.

• Never burn plastics. This can release dangerous
chemicals. Burning PVC can release dioxin which
is carcinogenic.

With Food: 
• Where possible, choose alternatives to foods wrapped

or packaged in plastic.
• Store food in glass or metal containers where possible.

Never use plastic containers not intended for food.
• Use plates, bowls or glass / ceramic lids to cover

foods in the microwave instead of plastic wrap. 
• Use disposable microwavable containers only once,

then dispose of them. 

Infants and children:   
• Minimize exposure to soft plastic toys, particularly

avoid vinyl toys. (Some European countries have 
already banned the sale of toys containing DEHP).  
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What can you do?

• Avoid plastic toys produced in parts of the world 
where regulation of chemicals is minimal.

• If possible, try to avoid giving your child a pacifier 
made of soft plastic.

• Contact Health Canada at (416)973-4705 to check
the safety of specific soft plastic children’s
products or contact Greenpeace for a listing of 
products and toys to avoid.

• Avoid soft plastic teething rings. Try a frozen bagel,
teething biscuits or select a hard plastic teether. 

• Let new plastic mattress covers air out outdoors
for 1 – 3 days before use.

• Do not heat breast milk, formula or milk in plastic
bottles (use another container to heat and then
pour into bottle).

Medical Exposure:

*While many health benefits have been attributed
to the use of plastic products, there are concerns
about the use of certain plastics, particularly PVC,
in medical products and devices. DEHP found in PVC
is known to affect reproduction and development in
laboratory animals.
In Canada, alternatives to PVC products for medical
procedures are not often easily available. If you are
concerned, speak to your doctor and local hospitals
so that they become aware of public concern.
Contact Health Canada for information on their
position on the use of plasticizers in medical devices
in Canada. A campaign to promote alternatives to
PVC medical supplies is also being organized
through groups such as the Canadian Coalition on
Green Health Care, Zero Waste America and Health
Care Without Harm.

Contact:
• Toronto Health Connection - 416-338-7600
• Environmental Health Promotion, South Riverdale

Community Health Centre - 416-461-1925

Useful Reading:   
• Our Stolen Future, Theo Colburn, Dianne Dumanoski

& John Peterson Myers - Penguin Books, New York, 1997.
• Additive Alert, Pollution Probe Foundation, 1994.
• Hidden Exposures: A Practical Guide to Creating A 

Healthy Environment for you and your Children.
2nd Edition, IAQWG & SRCHC, 2000.

• Neonatal Exposure to DEHP (di-2-ethyl/hexylphthalate)
and Opportunities for Prevention. Mark Rossi, 
HealthCare Without Harm, June 2001.

Useful Websites:  
• Environmental Health Network - www.ehnca.org
• Our Stolen Future - www.ourstolenfuture.org
• Toronto Environmental Alliance - 

www.torontoenvironment.org
• Recycling Council of Ontario - 

www.rco.on.ca/wrw/factsheets/html

Organizations Active on this Topic:  
• Health Care Without Harm - www.noharm.org
• Zero Waste America - 

www.zerowasteamerica.org/HealthImpacts.htm
• Canadian Coalition on Green Health Care.

www.greenhealthcare.ca

Where Can You Get More Information / Get Involved?
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There are many ways to be exposed to cleaning product chemicals:   
• inside the home and other buildings where products are used, often every day over a lifetime.
• through the ingredients of cleaners that are also in other products such as pesticides, 

art supplies, and soaps.
• through chemicals or their break-down by-products that get into the environment.

How are you exposed?

Immediate dangers: Many cleaners are flammable,
corrosive, chemically reactive and/or poisonous.
Accidental poisoning of children is a very common
health hazard associated with cleaning products.

Immediate health effects: Dizziness, weakness,
nausea, vomiting, skin / eye irritation, headache,
asthma attacks, allergic reactions or environmental
sensitivities or intolerances can all be brought
on by being exposed to cleaning products.

Long-term health effects: There is little research on
the effects of long-term, daily exposure to the many
chemicals in cleaning products. Little is known
about what happens when these chemicals combine
with other chemicals. Organ damage, respiratory and
circulatory system damage and cancer are some of
the effects seen in animals and people exposed to
specific chemical ingredients of cleaning products. 

Cleaning Products

Cleaning products are the tile cleaners,
disinfectants, detergents, polishes and
other substances that we use to clean
our homes. They can contain one ingre-

dient or be a mixture of many ingredients. Most
store-bought cleaning products contain many mixtures
of different chemicals. These chemicals do things like

What are cleaning products?

What are the health effects?

cut grease, make foam, break down fat, add colour
and fragrance. It can be very difficult to find out
what is in cleaning products. Many companies do
not list ingredients on the label.  Some ingredients are
"trade secrets", known only to the government and
poison control centres.  

Reproduction, pregnancy and birth outcome:
There is little research on the effects of cleaning
products, but some chemicals used do have repro-
ductive consequences.

• Many chemicals known to negatively affect
reproduction and the developing fetus have been
taken out of household cleaners but some are
still found in some products. 

• Some chemicals in cleaning products can 
affect hormones in the body. These can affect 
reproductive health, fertility and the health of 
future generations.  

Absorption 
• by direct skin contact with

products while cleaning. 
• by touching surfaces that

have been cleaned.

Inhalation 
• by breathing in fumes 

from a product. 
• aerosols & sprays are worst 

because the tiny particles of 
chemicals can go deep into
the lungs.

Ingestion 
• by accidental poisoning.
• by ingesting residues left on 

surfaces e.g. scouring powder 
on a counter, air freshener 
spray landing on a fruit bowl.

• by smoking/eating with
hands that used products.
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2. Make your own household cleaning products:

• Use vinegar & water to clean windows, baking soda
to clean sinks, tiles and tub. Try pure soap, washing
soda, and cornstarch. Homemade products are easy to
make, safer and less expensive than store-bought
products. Avoid ammonia, bleach, alcohols, turpen-
tine, and other hazardous ingredients. 
• Many books and websites have effective and safe 

recipes and methods for cleaning.
• Borax is often recommended as an "alternative" 

cleaner – especially as a substitute for chlorine
bleach to remove mould. Though it is safer for the
environment and less poisonous, it is poisonous and
is suspected to affect male reproductive health and
birth outcomes. Use as little as possible and use it
with caution!

3. Use alternative, safer commercial products:

• Most health food stores, many supermarkets and
hardware stores sell products that contain safer
ingredients – usually called "eco", "non-toxic" or 
"safe". Read the label and if you have questions 
contact the manufacturer. 

• In Canada, Ecologo products (three doves inter-
twined to form a maple leaf) have been certified 
as safer for human health and the environment.
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What can you do?

4. Use less of and fewer commercial 
cleaning products:

• Avoid products with artificial colours and/or 
fragrances, read the label and follow directions.

• Use the smallest amount possible to do the job. 
• Wear gloves and ventilate well 
• Use creams and liquids instead of aerosols, 

sprays and powders. The tiny particles are easy to
breathe in. 

• Many household cleaning products are considered
"hazardous household waste" by the City of Toronto
and should be disposed of at a hazardous waste depot.

• Use as few disinfectant cleaners and soaps as you 
can. Identify when you REALLY need to disinfect 
(e.g. sewer backup, infectious disease, mould
removal, possibly cutting boards).  Good, regular 
cleaning and proper foodhandling procedures will
usually be enough to get rid of dangerous germs.   

5. If someone feels sick during or 
after exposure to cleaning products:

• Call a poison control center immediately
• Follow directions on the product label 

Contact: 
• Environmental Health Promoter, South Riverdale

Community Health Centre - 416-461-1925
• Toronto Health Connection - 416-338-7600
• Toronto Hazardous Waste Hotline - 416-392-4330
• Toronto Environmental Alliance - 416-596-0660, 

Website - www.torontoenvironment.org

Useful Websites:  
• Washington Toxics Coalition

Website - www.watoxics.org, E-mail: info@watoxics.org
• Environmental Working Group Website -

www.ewg.org
• Recycling Council of Ontario - 

www.rco.on.ca/wrw/factsheets.html

Useful Books:  
• Hidden Exposures - A Practical Guide To Creating a

Healthy Environment for You and Your Children.
Second Edition. IAQWG and SRCHC, 2000. 

• The Safe Shoppers Bible, David Steinman & Samuel
Epstein, MacMillan USA, 1995.

• The Canadian Green Consumer’s Guide, Pollution 
Probe in consultation with Warner Troyer & Glenys
Moss, McClelland & Stewart Inc. Toronto, 1991.

• Clean & Green, Annie Berthold-Bond, Ceres Press, 
Woodstock NY, 1990.

• The Non-Toxic Home Office, Debra-Lynn Dadd, 1997
Tarcher/Putnam, NY.

Where Can You Get More Information / Get Involved?

1. Always check the labels and avoid cleaners that are flammable, corrosive, chemically
reactive or poisonous.
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EMFs are all around us if we live in an
urban area. Every day you are exposed to
EMFs from numerous sources. At home,
some sources of EMFs and/or EM radia-
tion are: electric power distribution lines;
circuit boxes and internal wiring; and
electrical appliances such as air condi-

How are you exposed?

Long-term health effects:
Some childhood cancers, particularly leukemia, may
be related to exposure to EMFs (e.g. from power-lines).

There is some evidence that exposure to EMFs may
play a role in the development of cancer. Occupational
EMF exposure has been associated with specific
adult cancers such as lymphomas and brain cancer.

Electro Magnetic Fields (EMFs)

Electromagnetic fields (EMFs) are invis-
ible energy fields made by electricity
flowing through anything that conducts
electricity eg; household wiring, trans-

mission lines and appliances. EMFs contain electrical
and magnetic energy and range from extremely low
to high frequency. Powerlines give off extremely low
frequency EMFs. Microwaves, cell phones and computer
monitors give off radio frequencies, which have
higher frequencies.  

What is an electro magnetic field?

What are the health effects?

In North America, electricity is based on alternating
current (current that changes direct ion).
Alternating fields have different effects than natural
electric and magnetic fields.

The strength of EMFs decreases rapidly as you get
further from the source. At a distance of 1 metre an
EM field is approximately 1/9 of it’s strength at 
1/3 metre.

Reproduction, pregnancy and birth outcome:
It is impossible to conclude that low frequency
EMF exposure has no reproductive consequences
although much of the evidence points in that
direction. Early studies found more spontaneous
abortions and a higher frequency of low birth weight
babies associated with maternal exposure during
pregnancy to sources of EMFs, including electric
blankets, electrically heated beds and ceiling
cable heat. More recent studies have not found
that EMF exposure increases the risk of miscarriage,
birth defects or low birth weight babies.

tioners, electric blankets, electrically heated beds,
electrical power tools, hair dryers, portable electric
heaters, microwaves and televisions as well as video
display terminals, cell phones and cordless phones.
Outside of the home, electrical transformers and
power lines can expose people to EMFs.

Research into the human health effects of EMFs is in its infancy. It is difficult to measure the effects of
EMFs on humans. Some studies show that EMFs produce biological changes in cells, but the significance
for human health and reproduction is still unclear.
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In the Community:
• It is not possible to eliminate exposure to electrical 

and electromagnetic fields. However, to take the
precautionary approach reduce exposure to EMFs 
where possible. Reducing exposure requires policy
decisions and community action to reduce occupational
exposure, ensure placement of high-voltage power
lines to minimize exposure; and ensure adequate
manufacturing guidelines to minimize EMFs; and 
produce electrical coding guidelines that reduce EMFs.

• Avoid being unnecessarily close to high sources of
EMFs such as powerlines and transformers.

In The Home :
• Make sure the wires in your house or apartment are 
properly grounded. Take note of the electrical distri-
bution lines near your home and pay attention to 
where they enter the home.  

• Distance decreases exposure. Consider placing furniture
away from circuit boxes and the point where power
lines enter the home so you will be spending your
time in areas of the house where EM fields are lowest.
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What can you do?

• In Toronto, Toronto Hydro will do EMF measurements 
in your home if there are concerns about potentially
high exposures. Outside of Toronto, ask other local
power providers whether they offer the same service.

• Consider arranging major energy consuming appli-
ances so that they are away from areas where you
spend a lot of time. You may want to turn off computer
screens and TVs when not in use. Consider not standing
in front of your microwave when in use.

• Reduce your energy consumption. Consider unplugging
non-essential electrical appliances when not in use. 

In The Office:
• Sit at least 50 cm from the computer monitor.
• Move at least one metre from back and sides 

of computers.

Contact: 
• Toronto Health Connection (416) 338-7600
• South Riverdale Community Health Centre, 

Environmental Health Promotion  (416) 461-1925
• Canadian Centre for Occupational Health and Safety 

1-800-263-8466

Useful Websites:
• Toronto Public Health - Healthy People, Healthy

Environment - www.city.toronto.on.ca/health/hphe
• www.niehs.nih.gov/emfrapid/home.htm
• www.hc-sc.ca/ehp/ehd/catalogue/general/iyh/phone.ht

Useful Reading:
• EMFs: A Training Workbook for Working People.

The Labour Institute, NYC.
• Questions and Answers About EMF: Electric and 

Magnetic Fields Associated with the Use of Electric 
Power. National Institute of Environmental Health 
Sciences and US Department of Energy.
January 1995.

• The EMF Book: What You Should Know About 
Electromagnetic Fields, Electromagnetic Radiation 
and Your Health. Mark A. Pinsky. 1995. 
Time Warner: New York.

Where Can You Get More Information / Get Involved?

These recommendations are based on the precautionary principle 
as research evidence is not yet in.
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To some degree we are all exposed to asbestos - fibres
from natural and man-made sources are found in soil,
water, and air.  Manufactured asbestos products are
stable and are not usually harmful. Age, damage,
cleaning, and construction can cause crumbling, flaking

or deterioration and release fibres into the air – this
creates a health hazard. At home, people can be
exposed to asbestos when asbestos-containing products
are removed from buildings during repair or renova-
tion.
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• Asbestos fibres are tiny and mainly enter the body by being breathed in and/or swallowed. 
• People who work with asbestos are most likely to be exposed to high levels.

How are you exposed?

Health effects of asbestos vary depending on how
much a person is exposed to and for how long.
Smoking and air pollutants may increase the effect
that asbestos can have on health.

High asbestos exposure has been linked to cancer in
humans.

Long-term effects:
Health effects from asbestos can be serious. They
often appear long after exposure and occur mainly
in people who have been exposed over a period of
time. Usually the lungs are affected causing illness-
es such as asbestosis (lung scarring), lung cancer
and mesothelioma (a hard-to-treat cancer). 

The dangers of workplace asbestos exposure have
been known for many years. The effects of exposure
for the general population are less understood – it is

Asbestos

Asbestos is the name for a family of natu-
ral mineral fibres found in rock. Asbestos
is strong, durable, non-combustible, an
efficient insulator, and resists acid.

Some products in the home that may contain

What is asbestos?

What are the health effects?

asbestos are old vinyl flooring / tiles, old insulation,
shingles, siding, textured paints, ceiling tiles, stove
& furnace insulation, and pipe insulation. Homes
built or renovated between 1930 and 1970 are most
likely to contain asbestos products.

possible but unlikely that the asbestos that most
people are exposed to every day can affect health.

Reproduction, pregnancy and birth outcome:
• High levels of asbestos exposure may increase a
woman’s risk of ovarian and uterine cancer.  

• Limited research has been done on the reproduc-
tive effects of asbestos.  

Asbestos has been shown to cross animal placentas
and has been found in higher levels in stillborn
infants than in placentas of liveborn infants (no
one is yet sure why, or what this means).  

Despite little scientific evidence, pregnant women
or people planning pregnancies should be aware
that possible reproductive effects caused by
asbestos exposure cannot be ruled out.
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Pregnant women should minimize exposure
to renovations, especially where there
may be asbestos-containing materials. 
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What can you do?
Most homes less than 20 years old probably contain
no asbestos. If you live or work in an old building,
particularly one built or remodeled between 1930
and 1970, it could contain asbestos. 

Contact: 
• Toronto Health Connection - 416- 338-7600
• Environmental Health Promoter, South Riverdale

Community Health Centre - 416 - 461-1925
• Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation 

1-800-668-2642
• Hospital for Sick Children Motherisk - 416 - 813-6780

Useful Websites:
• The Asbestos Institute - www.asbestos-institute.ca
• Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation - 

www.cmhc-schl.gc.ca

Where Can You Get More Information / Get Involved?

To find out whether you have asbestos in your home:
• Try to determine from a label, installer, or 

manufacturer whether products contain asbestos. 

• Generally, if the material is in good condition and
in an area where it is not likely to be disturbed, leave
it in place: do not try to remove, scrape, cut or
otherwise disturb it! 
• Speak to Toronto Public Health or your local public
health department, a qualified professional or some-
one from the resources listed below.

• Have a qualified professional check the building 
(Contact your local Public Health Department. You 
can also look in the Yellow Pages for Environmental
Consultants, Asbestos Abatement). 

• Contact Toronto Public Health or your local public
health department for advice or check the Yellow
Pages for listings on Asbestos Abatement and Removal.
• During any repair or removal of asbestos-containing
materials, take extra precautions to reduce exposure
to dust as much as possible.

Hire a properly trained contractor if anything suspected of containing asbestos is likely to be banged,
rubbed, handled, moved, or taken apart! 

If you suspect that you have been exposed to high levels of asbestos, speak to your doctor.  
If a pregnant woman lives with someone who works with asbestos, that person should shower and change
at the job site to avoid bringing dust home. Do not bring work clothes home and never wash work clothes
together with household laundry.
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If you suspect or know that a product contains asbestos:


