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Flame retardants in the news 

Good news for public health and the environment:  Furniture sold in California no longer needs 
to include toxic flame retardants. 

 
An updated standard (called TB117-2013) became mandatory as of January 1, 2015: 

 Can be met without flame retardants 

 Focuses on fabrics of upholstered furniture 

 
Prior to this new standard, a California furniture flammability standard called TB117 led to the 

use of harmful and ineffective flame retardants in upholstered furniture and baby product foam 

across the US.  These chemicals have been linked to cancer, endocrine disruption, reduced 

IQ, infertility, and other health problems. 

 

While the new standard can be met without flame retardants, it does not ban their use. 

Consumers will need to look for a TB117-2013 tag on furniture, and verify with their retailer 

that products do not contain flame retardants.  

 

Organizations tracking this issue (e.g., Green Science Policy Institute) expect the list of flame 

retardant-free furniture brands and suppliers to continue to expand.  Another option concerned 

consumers have is to replace the foam filling in furniture cushions with flame retardant-free 

fillers, since cushions contain most of the flame-retarded foam.   

 

Firefighters are exposed to high levels of the flame retardants used prior to the new rule and 

their combustion by-products. These by-products are formed by the burning of flame-retarded 

foam furniture, electronics, and building materials. A recent study has shown that firefighters 

have much higher levels and different patterns of these chemicals in their blood than the 

general population. 

 

Furniture manufacturers support the change. "We welcome this revision of TB117, which will 

hopefully enable IKEA to design upholstered furniture that is flame resistant without the use of 

flame retardant chemicals," says Malin Nasman, Product Compliance Specialist at IKEA US. 

 

Why does this matter? 

A study published in 2012 in Environmental Science & Technology found that: 

 85% of the 102 couches tested were treated with chemical flame retardants 

 41% contained chlorinated Tris, the cancer-causing flame retardant  

 17% contained the globally-banned chemical pentaBDE 
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Many of the flame retardants found in these couches are associated with hormone disruption, 

neurological and reproductive toxicity and/or cancer in hundreds of animal studies and a 

number of human studies.   

 

These chemicals continuously migrate out of furniture foam into house dust. The dust can then 

be ingested by people, especially small children who are close to the floor and put their hands 

into their mouths.  Another study of flame retardants in homes published in 2012 found two 

different cancer-causing flame retardants in the dust inside 100% of the homes they studied.  

 

New research shows these chemicals may be harming children. "After measuring blood levels 

of pentaBDE flame retardants in hundreds of mothers during pregnancy and in their children 

seven years later, we found links with decreased fertility and altered thyroid hormone levels in 

the mothers as well as lowered birth weight, poorer attention, fine motor coordination and IQ in 

the children" said UC Berkeley’s Dr. Brenda Eskenazi.  

 

Over time, more furniture will become available that is free of these chemicals. As furniture is 

replaced, levels of these chemicals in the environment will decrease. 

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
Exercise: Develop 1 - 3 tweets to convey a message to a specific audience about the furniture 

standard and its implications.  Tweets are up to 140 characters long (100 characters if you 

include a link to a website).   

 

Group you represent: Risk assessment agency / Non-profit organization for parents  

/ Furniture manufacturers association / Fire fighters union 

 
Audience for your tweet 
 
Concern you are addressing 
 
 
Outrage factors you considered 
 
 
Text of your tweet(s) 
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Hypothetical chemical spill 
 
The following information is released on Wednesday morning: 
 

• An undetermined quantity of a liquid contaminant, 2, 4-risk&choicizone, was spilled in 
Small Town, Ohio. 
• The spill occurred in close proximity to the XYZ Corporation yesterday at 3:00 p.m. 
• The contaminant is known to cause cancer in laboratory animals. 
• The contaminant was spilled within 100 m of a large local lake, which is the source of 
the city’s water supply. Additionally, most residents of Small Town live within a mile of the spill.  
• XYZ Corporation employs more than two-thirds of the town’s residents and has had a 
history of chemical releases during its 35 years in Small Town. 
 
___________________________________________________________________________ 
Exercise: Develop 1 - 3 tweets to convey a message to a specific audience about the chemical 

spill and its implications.  Tweets are up to 140 characters long (100 characters if you include a 

link to a website).   

 

Group you represent: Risk assessment agency / Owners of Corporation XYZ/ Employees of 

Corporation XYZ / Residents of Small Town/ Local Environmental Advocacy group 

 
Audience for your tweet 
 
Concern you are addressing 
 
 
Outrage factors you considered 
 
 
Text of your tweet(s) 
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Renewable energy in California 
 
Late last year, Gov. Jerry Brown signed SB32 into law. This new law states that California 
emissions must be at 40% below 1990 levels by 2030 (roughly 85 million metric tons). SB32 is 
an extension of the goals set forth by AB32, signed by Gov. Schwarzenegger several years 
ago. 
 
California is already well on its way to meeting this goal. The state’s emissions have fallen 
steadily since 2007 and currently 27% of California’s electricity is generated from renewable 
resources, such as solar and wind.  
 
Oil companies and big lobbies say that this “war on emissions” is adding on costs to California 
businesses that their competitors don’t face. “If we want to do something about climate 
change, it’s important to get other states on board,” said Dorothy Rothrock, president of the 
California Manufacturers & Technology Association. “If California can’t keep its manufacturing 
jobs while fighting climate change, other states aren’t going to join..” 
 
Additionally, these energy policies have a tangible cost to consumers. The state requires 
companies to buy permits for every ton of greenhouse gas they produce, which adds about 11 
cents per gallon of gas sold. PG&E estimates that adding renewable energy to the power grid 
increases electricity bills by 1-2% a year.  
 
However, California’s climate policies have made it a hub of “green” companies, such as Tesla 
and Sunpower. More and more of these companies are moving to California and with them 
come new jobs and green technology.  
 
___________________________________________________________________________ 

Exercise: Develop 1 - 3 tweets to convey a message to a specific audience about California’s 

Green Energy policy and its implications.  Tweets are up to 140 characters long (100 

characters if you include a link to a website).   

 

Group you represent: Risk assessment agency / Green energy lobby/ Big business lobby/ 

Residents of California (consumers)/ State Government  

 
Audience for your tweet 
 
Concern you are addressing 
 
 
Outrage factors you considered 
 
 
Text of your tweet(s) 
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California tightens rules on popular pesticide usage 
 
California has recently passed a law tightening the rules on the usage of Telone. Telone is 
applied by injecting it into the soil before planting crops. Telone is a popular pesticide because 
it’s effective and dissipates before the crops are planted, meaning no harmful residue on the 
food. However, inhaling Telone regularly can cause cancer, leading the state to tighten 
regulations on it.  
 
The new regulation does not ban Telone, but rather limits its application. Under the new rule, 
farmers are only allowed to use 136,000 lbs annually and are not allowed to carry over unused 
amounts as they could in the past.   
 
California farmers are already limited in what pesticides they can use and this new regulation 
makes their jobs harder. Many farmers are criticizing the new regulation, saying that this could 
mean higher food costs for consumers. Additionally, farmers say that it doesn’t make sense, 
since most of their fields are miles away from the nearest community.  
 

 
Exercise: Develop 1 - 3 tweets to convey a message to a specific audience about tighter 

regulations on Telone and its implications.  Tweets are up to 140 characters long (100 

characters if you include a link to a website).   

 

Group you represent: Risk assessment agency / Farmer’s coalition/ local community/ 

consumers/ State Government  

 
Audience for your tweet 
 
Concern you are addressing 
 
 
Outrage factors you considered 
 
 
Text of your tweet(s) 
 
 
 
 


