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CHILDREN’S TOYS:
CHOICES THAT MATTER IN THE HEALTH OF 

DEVELOPING BODIES AND MINDS
By Jill Wodnick, RSM Expert Doula and Pre Natal Yoga Specialist

Possible toxins in children’s toys continue to awaken law makers and parents.  The newest issue on the stage of concern is phthalates.  Phthalates are added to plastic products to increase its flexibility, so it is used for infant, toddler and early childhood products like teethers, pretend food, rubber ducks, bath toys and soft blocks.   “Phthalates are endocrine disruptors,” explains former environmental science teacher and mother, Amy Biasucci.  The Natural Resources Defense Council defines an endocrine disruptor as “a synthetic chemical that when absorbed into the body either mimics or blocks hormones and disrupts the body's normal functions. This disruption can happen through altering normal hormone levels, halting or stimulating the production of hormones, or changing the way hormones travel through the body, thus affecting the functions that these hormones control.”   
Why Do Phthalates Matter for Parents?

Banned in the European Union and 14 other countries, California passed legislation banning phthalates from children’s toys to take effect in 2009.  Connecticut, New York, Pennsylvania and New Jersey are considering similar legislation. On March 1, 2008, Senator Diane Feinstein (D-California) proposed legislation to ban six phthalates in children’s toys at a national level.  (Phthalates are chemical compounds, but Feinstein only seeks a ban on six specific types which make plastic more pliable for infant and children’s products). According to Feinstein in her letter to Wal-Mart and Toys “R” Us, “Scientific research indicates that the consequences of phthalate exposure can be severe.  Phthalates interfere with the natural functioning of the hormone system, and can cause reproductive and genital defects.  Exposure is linked to the early onset of puberty, and may lower sperm counts.”

Dr. Earl Grey studied phthalates for twenty years in North Carolina for  Environmental Protection Agency.  Grey was the first in the United States to dub symptoms of shrunken testicles and decreased ano-genital distance “the phthalate syndrome.”  (Researchers track ano-genital distance as a measure of the length of the perineum because it has proven to be an extremely reliable measure of decreased androgen activity caused by phthalate exposure during fetal development in animal experiments.) 
While all humans are exposed to phthalates (shower curtains, shampoos and personal care products) the six types of phthalates that are used in infant products and toys which are made for teething rings or bath toys which children suck on continue to come under scrutiny.  As explained to the PBS newsmagazine NOW on March 21, 2008, 85% of toys are manufactured in China and China has developed two ways of manufacturing toys: toys with phthalates for America and phthalate free toys for Europe.  
Current Quest for Phthalate-Free Infant Products and Toys
Toys “R” Us Inc. announced that it notified all manufacturers that by the end of 2008, any product sold in any Toys “R” Us or Babies “R” Us store must be produced without the addition of phthalates.  Recent toys that tested positively for phthalates included Barbies and Spiderman toys.  While corporate leadership to put pressure on manufactures is an excellent measure, consistent standards are needed for consumer safety.
What are well meaning parents to do?  The National Resources Defense Council actually advises parents to, “Do not give young children soft plastic teethers or toys, since these leach potential endocrine disrupting chemicals.”  But for many parents who already have plastic teething toys at home, that option may not be viable.  Talking with your pediatrician about all toy safety issues and how to reduce the impact of chemical exposure for your child at your next appointment can also be a pathway for greater information.  
Getting Infant Products and Toys Labeled “Phthalate-Free” 
Getting toys labeled to clearly communicate if they are phthalate free is the most beneficial action manufactures can take to assist parents.  For Dawn Zulauf of Lakewood, Colorado, mother of a seven month old teething baby and four year old daughter, examining the ingredients of toys is much more a priority for her now than three years ago.  “We take this topic seriously in our home.  Without wanting to panic or be consumed by a culture of fear, science seems clear that reducing the amount of phthalate exposure for the baby is a real priority.”  

Cliff Annicelli, Editor of  PlayThings-a  trade publication for the toy industry, predicts more and more toy manufacturers will start to label their product phthalate free.  “I expect that would be a selling point for toys as more mothers are interested in finding out about limiting phthalates.”  Kathleen McHugh, President of the American Specialty Toy Retailing Association shares, “We definitely side with consumers on all issues for toy safety—we want only the safest toys being sold in our stores.  Over 30 states are creating a patchwork of legislation on toys.  We want the safest toys through federal laws to set the standards of manufacturing.  By going into your local, neighborhood toy store, the retailers are very committed to the value to play for the development of every child and are well versed in safety of toys.”  For example, at Aunt Jean’s Toy Store in Montclair, New Jersey, owner Jeannette Lauture examined the label on the yellow rubber ducks she stocked and found that since they were manufactured in Spain, there is a greater chance that it is a phthalate free product—but it is unclear because there is no specific mention of phthalates on the label.  
“We continue to make toy safety a priority,” declares Lauture, who hopes that toy manufactures will clearly mark on their packages a ‘phthalate free’ product in the near future.  Consumer demand for labeling of “ phthalate –free”  products will increase the awareness of the issue and the accessibility of getting teething toys which are phthalate free.  Talking with local toy shop owners is an excellent start at making your voice heard. To increase your chance of finding phthalate-free items, consumer demand and legislative action will create clear labeling for greater safety in all children’s products.
