How can we do away with undesirable chemical substances?

The Danish EPA has now prepared the ground for a debate on how to initiate the phase-out or substitution of chemical substances harmful to health and the environment. The process will be voluntary, partly driven by demand from purchasers and retailers.
Let’s start work on reducing the number of environmentally harmful chemical substances on the basis of the knowledge currently available instead of waiting until we have full information about all substances. The task is in any case completely unmanageable.

That is the crux of the Danish EPA’s newly published discussion paper "Chemicals – Status and Perspectives". The report describes the number and type of chemical substances circulating in our society and their effects on man and the environment, as well as the manner in which they have previously been assessed and regulated. The aim of the report is to stop the discharge of chemical substances that are harmful to health and the environment and to avoid deteriorating nature and the environment for coming generations.

The report emphasizes that we lack basic knowledge on the toxicity of many chemical substances – even on substances that are sold in large quantities. Of the 2,700 substances that are used in the largest quantities, information about long-term toxicity is available for just over half.

Knowledge of effects on reproductive capacity is only available for about a third of the substances. It is also a problem that risk assessment and regulation of the substances is based on individual substances rather than on the inter play between substances. Moreover, the animal experiments on which the assessment is based are unable to provide information on aspects such as brain and nervous system damage, and nearly all the studies are based on short-term tests. As a result, delayed or chronic damage is rarely detected.

In addition, new or unknown toxic effects are constantly being disclosed, for example hormone effects and accumulation in the food chain.

The blacklist

The core of the Danish EPA’s discussion paper is a "blacklist" of around 100 substances or groups of substances that the Agency considers undesirable. They are selected from a list of the 1,100 most harmful substances. The 100 substances are those for which consumption in Denmark exceeds 100 tonnes per year, as well as substances that are in focus for other reasons. The idea behind the list is to prevent damage to health and the environment by chemical substances during their production, use and disposal by limiting their use or removing them at the source.

The Danish EPA will not immediately prohibit the substances on the blacklist or demand their phase-out or substitution with less harmful substances. The list is rather a signal and a guide line to enterprises, product developers, purchasers and retailers. What is involved, therefore, is a voluntary endeavour and are commendation to manufacturers and their customers to take the lead in phasing out environmentally harmful substances.

Lisbet Seedorff of the Danish EPA’s Chemicals Division says of the blacklist: "It is intended as a tool for industry and retailers. We believe that the manufacturers will replace the undesirable substances with more environment-friend ly substances once the customers start to demand them".

The debate initiated

The Association of Danish Chemical Industries is willing to play along, ensures Director Jacob Jessen: "What we can do will naturally depend on the individual substances, however. There is an arsenal of possibilities ranging from labelling, guidance on use and limitation of use, to voluntary phase-out and substitution".

Finn Bro-Rasmussen, Professor of Chemistry at the Technical University of Denmark and Chairman of the Technology Council’s Expert Group behind the report "Unassessed chemical substances", says: "The discussion paper is a splendid analysis and the objectives are fine. However, I miss an accompanying strategy. Among other things, obligatory notification and classification of chemical substances. Moreover, the list of undesirable substances should be accompanied by requirements on product declarations such as "This product contains chemical substances that are undesirable for health or environmental reasons".

The Danish EPA’s discussion paper builds to a large extent on market mechanisms, as well as on retailer and hence consumer demand for harmless products. On this, environmental consultant Thomas Breck of the Consumer Agency of Denmark comments: "In principle we believe that substances known to be harmful to health and the environment should be banned. To do so is the responsibility of the authorities. To transfer this responsibility to consumers is evasion of responsibility".

At the Danish Society for the Conservation of Nature, which has called for the labelling of products containing dangerous chemical substances, President Poul Henrik Harritz says: "The list is a step in the right direction. The logical consequence, though, must be to prohibit undesirable substances".

An international problem

The Danish EPA emphasizes that the battle against the environmentally harmful substances has to be fought at the international level. The man-made chemical substances are a transboundary and global problem, and assessment, classification and regulation of the chemical substances that are used in Denmark largely takes place under the auspices of the EU.

Denmark has therefore to work through the EU, OECD and UN to ensure as high a level of protection as possible, among other things, for a global framework agreement on chemical substances.

Nevertheless, greater responsibility needs to be imposed on manufacturers. The Danish EPA believes that inverse burden of proof should be introduced. Thus it should be the responsibility of manufacturers and importers to document that a substance is harmless rather than the burden of proof being on the authorities as is the case presently.

At the same time, the Agency proposes that the enterprises should pay a charge for the registration of their products. The resultant income could be used to strengthen risk assessment. 

