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Create a chemical-free living environment

Every day we are bombarded with synthetic chemicals. These chemicals enter our body directly through the foods we eat or indirectly via our skin and nose. We dont know the actual effect this chemical cocktail has on our wellbeing, but with rates of chronic disease increasing, we have some idea. Creating a chemical-free home is simple and can help eliminate many common contaminants.

What we eat

First, the most important aspect of creating a chemical-free home is cleaning up your food supply. Most of the foods available commercially today contain chemicals at varying levels. Your body can become stressed, not just through living a stressful lifestyle but by having to work extra hard to break down these insidious invaders.

Residues of pesticides, herbicides, fungicides and chemical fertilisers are found in most food. In fact, the main part of the fruit or vegetable we eat (the inside) has absorbed chemicals from the time it was just a flower bud until it was picked, packed and processed. If you eat a highly refined and processed food that has had synthetic colours, flavours, additives or preservatives added during its manufacture you have further added to the toxic load.

Fruit and vegetables contain a high percentage of water. Waxing helps to seal them in order to retain moisture while they’re being shipped over Australia’s long distances stored for long periods and sold in the supermarkets. Wax also helps to prevent mould and diseases and is indigestible. It cannot be removed by washing in plain water, so if you dont want to eat wax, you must peel the fruit and vegetables or scrub the surface with a mild solution of vinegar in water before eating.

The use of chemical fertilisers on crops also causes a problem in that plants tend to grow too quickly; the resulting produce loses its nutritional value and in its place residues of these chemicals may be stored. The quality of the soil and the surrounding environment is destroyed and native flora and fauna are harmed.

Cows, chickens, pigs and sheep are often indiscriminately mass-treated with growth hormones and antibiotics or dipped and sprayed with toxic chemical pesticides to rid them of ticks or other pests and diseases. Extremely high levels of hormones in meat, particularly chicken, promote early onset of puberty in our children, both girls and boys alike, with girls and women experiencing hormone disruption and boys and men developing breasts and higher levels of fat in all the wrong places. Commercial meat supplies are often irradiated to destroy bacteria, helping to prolong storage and shelf life in supermarkets. Some meat could potentially be weeks old before we eventually buy it, so make sure you buy fresh from your local butcher, checking it is hormone- and antibiotic-free.

The answer is to buy your food from your local organic markets, greengrocer and butcher. Some major supermarkets now also stock organic food. If you cant find the organic product you require, the next step is to look for one that’s as natural as possible. It should not contain colours, preservatives, vegetable or canola oils, GMO ingredients and other additives. If you cant get natural, consider other options. The money saved from choosing not to buy unnatural food and products (including fast foods) will go toward buying better-quality, organic food and personal-care products and at the same time create better health and a chemical-free home. Less money may be spent on trips to the chemist and doctor, too!

How we cook

Food should not be micro waved as it may destroy its nutritional value. Vitamins and minerals are destroyed and health benefits lost during the micro waving process. Plastics and plastic wraps can leach toxins into the food, particularly fatty foods, and some foods may actually become poisonous if they are subjected to microwaves. Conventional cooking may take longer but is essential to maintain the quality and integrity of nutritious food.

Some might say, Oh, I only use the microwave to defrost or heat up a cup of milk or heat up leftovers. With a little extra thought and planning, this can easily be avoided. Buy your meat fresh, which should last in the fridges meat-keeper for four days or so (but check with your butcher to be sure), or if food is frozen, defrost in the fridge overnight. Milk can be heated in a small saucepan, and avoid leftovers in general.

Personal-care products

It has been well documented that many commercially available shampoos, body washes, cosmetics and toothpastes contain sodium laurel sulphate (SLS), which can cause numerous side-effects including eye problems, organ damage, immune system damage, skin and hair problems, respiratory illness, headaches and vomiting. These side effects can be caused by just one ingredient in only one product we use every day. Yet there are dozens, if not hundreds, of synthetic ingredients in many of the foods and products we eat and use in just one day. The compounding effects during our lifetime may eventually manifest as physical illness in some form or other. Look for locally produced, natural products at your local markets or check online for organic, natural or internet-based stores.

Water

Fluoride is touted by governments as being beneficial for our children’s teeth and yet known side-effects of fluoride are cancer, bone disease, birth defects, major organ damage and brain damage in quantities exceeding determined safe dosages. The government claims that adding it to the water supply is the cheapest, most effective way to make sure everyone benefits from fluoride. Unfortunately, we dont get any choice in the matter. Fluoride is found in not only the majority of Australia’s water supplies and, of course, toothpaste, but also in many other drinks that contain water such as soft drink, juice and cordial. We are assured the small doses in these products will not harm us, but again the compound effect over a lifetime is unknown. Have good-quality water and shower filters installed (chlorine in water is absorbed through skin) and remember to change the filters regularly.

Air

Air within the home is filled with particles, gases and pollutants. It’s important to ensure good ventilation at all times. Make sure air-conditioners and heaters are well maintained, clean and regularly checked.

Plastic

Hormone-disrupting chemicals are commonly used in the production of polyvinyl chloride (PVC or vinyl) plastics and can also be found in paints, inks and adhesives. They accumulate in fat within our bodies and residues have been found in bird’s eggs, seals, fish and human fat and breast milk. A toxin called phthalates is found in many plastic products including toys, foods packaged in plastic, paints, pesticides, coated paper, nail polish, floor polish, perfumes, medicine containers, window cleaners, glues and personal-care products. It has been linked to all sorts of hormone disruptions in men, women and children as well as birth defects. It is a serious risk, particularly from food packaged in plastic and coated paper, especially seafood, milk and dairy products. With most children’s school drink containers and rainwater storage tanks predominantly made from plastic nowadays, it is worrying that these might also potentially include phthalates.

Women

For many women, synthetic chemicals are often directly ingested for years or even decades in contraceptive pills or as synthetic hormone replacement. With increases in cancer and hormone-related illness, we must sensibly consider what the consequences may be of continuing to use these types of products in future. Again, these chemicals assist in artificially distorting hormone systems and generating associated hormonal problems through PMS and menopause. For alternatives, seek professional counselling from a specialist natural therapist or doctor.

Cleaning

Remember when you last walked down the supermarket aisle, how strong the fumes were? Although all those products were very well sealed, they still continued to off-gas toxic chemical fumes into the atmosphere. If we can smell them, we are also ingesting them by mouth, nose, into the eyes and through the skin. Did you know chemical detergents are also used in oils, papermaking, paints, synthetic and natural material processing, plastics, pesticides, spermicides and cosmetics as well as the usual laundry detergents, cleaners, soaps and shampoos?
Chemical laundry detergents are irritating to the skin and respiratory tract and destroy the quality, strength and life of clothes. Natural dishwashing detergents and laundry products may now be made from traditional pure soaps or castile liquid soaps, natural salts, essential oils and other plant extracts that are far kinder to our skin and clothes.

Other chemicals in the home

Formaldehyde is a common chemical found within the home in glues, modern furniture finishes, synthetic furnishings, bedding, pesticides, cleaning products and even cosmetics such as nail polishes and removers, mascara, anti-ageing creams and deodorant. Again, the side effects range from mild to major. New homes (and cars) are particularly dangerous, with new synthetic surfaces, glues and appliances continually off-gassing and filling the atmosphere with poisonous fumes. New homes must be well ventilated and aired before moving in. Use natural surfaces and finishes to reduce the incidence of initial contamination and the risk of poisoning.

Clothes

Intense cotton farming practices have created vast terrains of barren land, wasted water reserves and the destruction of the environment. Residues of chemicals left in the clothes we wear directly contact our skin and, although cotton is a preferred choice over synthetic materials, it can be deemed safe only if it was grown using organic methods. Always wash new clothes before wearing. The moral issues around poor farming and manufacturing processes are as good a reason as any for choosing organic, natural and eco-friendly products.

Dry cleaning

Headaches, nausea, dizziness, and dermatitis and eye/nose/throat irritation may be experienced after bringing home freshly dry-cleaned clothes. The chemical widely used in the dry-cleaning process is, of course, manmade and has adverse health effects ranging from minor symptoms and irritations to damage to the liver and kidneys or even cancer. Limit the number of dry-cleanable clothes you must own and have them professionally wet- or steam-cleaned if possible. If you must have clothes dry-cleaned, hang them outside in a well-ventilated area until the chemicals are fully released before bringing them into the house.

Pests

Insecticides and fly sprays are a major health hazard within the home and as we spray them around, the particles settle on hard surfaces, people, cooking utensils and food. Substances commonly found in fly sprays may lead to fertility problems, sterility and endocrine (hormone) disruption. Asthma and respiratory problems are another known result.

Mice baits are a risk to small children and pets. Mice can be deterred using peppermint oil dabbed on a piece of cloth and left in the infested areas or perhaps use a mouse-catching device that will allow you to safely release them far away from the home after being caught.

To deter most household pests and insects, place flyscreens on all windows and doors, dont leave food exposed, plug holes in walls or around pipes under the sink and keep your home as clean as possible.

Furniture

Flame-retardants such as PBDEs (poly brominated diphenyl ethers) are commonly used in foam in furniture, hard plastics in home appliances, computers, carpets, cars and children’s clothes. Side effects range from learning/concentration difficulties to foetal malformation, behavioural problems, hormone/endocrine disruption, infertility and potential cancer. Residues have been found in breast milk, wildlife and marine life, house dust and sewage systems. There are alternatives available to manufacturers, so to be sure check with them before making your choice about which product to buy. Better product design and use of non-flammatory materials eliminate the need to use PBDEs.

Garden

Gardening is a great source of pleasure, our link with nature and our haven from a hectic life. However, it can also be a health risk due to the use of artificial fertilisers, snail baits, chemical pesticides, fungicides and weed killers. Fresh, homegrown food is subject to such contamination; the soil is damaged and beneficial insects like bees, ladybugs and butterflies are poisoned.
The unfortunate trend in the last century was to apply a quick fix of chemicals and, as new generations came along, we started believing this was the only way. Organic gardening is simple, cheaper and far more effective, ensuring the promotion of healthy soil and beneficial organisms. Use organic gardening methods such as weeding by hand, mulching, composting, companion planting, natural pest control, permaculture and biodynamic practices. This is far more sustainable and safer for us, our gardens and our environment generally. There are many books on natural gardening to suit your level of interest.

Making your home chemical-free

The simplest way to create a chemical-free home is to stop buying chemicals and synthetics that’s it! How do you know if it is a chemical? Quite often it’s as easy as looking at an ingredients exasperatingly long, non-botanical and unpronounceable name. For example, disodium oleamide sulphosuccinate, a chemical lathering agent, obviously sounds nothing like a natural ingredient. There are excellent pocket guidebooks available, which are very useful to refer to as we do our grocery shopping to help decode products, their side effects and what they are found in.

Also beware of terms like derived from, nature identical or from (a natural source). This means the original source might have been natural but has since been chemically and synthetically modified or altered to finally become a potentially dangerous ingredient. Marketing trickery is quite often employed on product labelling and in television campaigns that refer to a natural source or particular ingredient to increase the products desirability.

Carefully study the types of products before buying them and bringing them into your home. Take a proactive approach each time you do your grocery shopping, checking all the ingredients in absolutely everything you buy. If a product has an unrecognisable ingredient name or uses only code numbers on it, dont buy it. From food to cleaning, gardening to a new plastic toy for the kids, carefully consider what it is made from and where it comes from. Dont become complacent about products you buy regularly. Keep checking them because manufacturers often make changes to keep costs down.

Even natural products wont necessarily guarantee safety, though. As an example, some wood products may have been glued and varnished with hazardous substances, so look for naturally finished products. There’s no need to rush out and replace everything all at once. As you slowly run out of items, simply make an informed choice on what you replace it with. If you want to get rid of existing chemicals from your home, telephone your local council for advice or details of your nearest hazardous waste collection centre.

Organic

Organic products are the most sensible choice when buying food, skincare and household consumables. Organic food is grown, processed and packaged without any chemical input and should be certified organic by an authorised Australian regulatory body such as BFA (Biological Farmers of Australia), NASAA (National Association for Sustainable Agriculture Australia), OHGA (Organic Herb Growers of Australia), Demeter, IFOAM, OFA and OFC. You will find their certifying logo on the organic product with a certification number that can be crosschecked with the association to ensure it is definitely organic.

Ecological choice

Non-toxic furnishings are a little harder to source but investigate whether the materials used have been processed ecologically, sustainable and environmentally. Avoid synthetic carpets, synthetic pillows and bedding materials, wallpapers, plastics and toxic paints. Use things like wood products that have been sustainably grown and processed and finished naturally, natural floor finishes like linseed oil or shellac, wood furniture and beeswax polishes, earthenware, natural earth or stone bricks and tiles, rubber, cork, cotton or wool products in curtains, cushions, bedding and bathroom accessories, natural paints and wool carpets. Latex is a naturally occurring material and a good choice for a mattress and pillow that you will ultimately sleep on for approximately one-third of your lifetime.

Dont be misled

Advertising claiming products are organic, natural, nature identical, environmentally friendly or otherwise can be misleading. There are currently no laws in Australia that can stop any manufacturer stating a product is organic or natural even if it contains just one per cent of a natural ingredient and the other 99 per cent of ingredients are chemical or synthetic.

This is an area that needs to be addressed urgently. The only way manufacturers will be swayed is through consumer demand. Choose not to support chemicals by buying only truly natural products and manufacturers will be forced to change their attitude. This is an extremely slow process, hampered by government’s lack of support, but it will eventually benefit future generations and hopefully encourage the restoration of our once-beautiful planet.

Your mind, body and soul are nurtured to their fullest potential in a chemical-free home. Your body craves nutritional, chemical-free food; your lungs want clean, fresh air and your heart needs toxin-free blood. This can be successfully achieved only in the completely natural, organic home environment. Consider what I call a SENSIBLE approach every time you buy something. 

Ask yourself is the product:

Sustainable (for our earth)
Ecological (environmentally sound)
Natural (from plant sources)
Safe (for your health)
Informed (in choice)
Beneficial (to your body and the environment)
Living (from an organic source)
Effective (does it really work?)

