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Natural Materials for Social Change

By Oliver Sylvester Bradley

Societies in the developed world are becoming increasingly detached from nature. People no longer value nature and natural phenomena with the respect they deserve or understand the benefits natural products have over their synthetic competitors. This alienated view encourages gaeaphobia
, over consumption, increases resource use and pollution whilst breeding a population desensitised to the natural environment.

This essay argues that increased public awareness of the dangers of synthetic materials and products, especially with regard to health, could further demand for natural alternatives and help prompt social change.

Health matters

People like being healthy. They know instinctively that good health means a good quality of life. DEFRA’s
 Survey of Public Attitudes to Quality of Life and to the Environment conducted in 2001
, for which Over 3,700 people were interviewed across  nine English Government Office Regions, illustrates (Fig 2.1) public perceptions of ‘most important factors affecting quality of life’ with health rated second only to money.
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In addition to this health was regarded as the most important issue for government to address from a list of ‘headline issues’ (fig 3.1) implying that ultimately, in regard to the future, people value health as the most important factor affecting their quality of life. Good health equals a good life.

Combine this with the fact that typically, in the UK, people spend up to 90% of their life indoors
 and it follows that people should be significantly concerned about the health affects of their homes and offices. The Department of the Environment, Transport and the Regions (DETR) and the Department of Health have obviously recognised this and are jointly supporting a £1 million three year research programme to investigate exposure to air pollutants in the indoor, non-occupational environment
.
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However, most people remain blissfully unaware of the threats posed by artificial materials and the levels that contaminants can reach within our homes. An Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) study of human exposure to air pollutants indicates that indoor levels of pollutants may be 2-5 times, and occasionally more than 100 times, higher than outdoor levels
, implying our homes concentrate pollution! In fact, a report by Dr Jeff Lewellyn, an indoor pollution expert at BRE
, found that levels of noxious gasses were far higher in homes built after 1980 due to the modern materials used
. This is an absolute atrocity and a prime example of how our reliance on synthetic materials is hopelessly counterproductive. 

Chemical threats

The major (known) threats to health in our indoor environments include: Products of combustion (smoke), vapours from chemicals etc, off-gassing from plastics etc, formaldehyde from glues etc, toxic dust and vapours from treated timber etc, airborne pollutants from outside, water borne pollutants, radioactive radon gas, heavy metals, damp, condensation, preservatives, pesticides etc…The list goes on and on. All of these things can have detrimental affects on health. Combine this with the fact that twentieth century Western industry has produced approximately 70,000 new synthetic materials and chemicals, less than 2% of which have been tested for their effects on human health and more than 70% have not been tested at all
 and our current ill health (increases in asthma, cancer, ME, MCS
, etc) is hardly surprising.

However, we may be some way towards reducing the introduction of potentially hazardous substances with the new REACH
 legislation, a European effort to create a regulatory system that protects human health and the environment from exposure to dangerous chemicals. The new law, which could be effective by 2005, will place the burden of proof on industry to provide information on the safety of the chemicals they make, use or sell. The proposal basically says: “no data, no market”. Chemicals (such as persistent and bioaccumulative toxics and endocrine disrupting chemicals) that fail to meet basic safety standards would be considered of “very high concern”, triggering a process which bans their use unless specifically authorised. (The proposal is, obviously, being viciously attacked by the chemicals industries and may never become law or may become diluted to the point of ineffectual environmental protection.)

Whilst working in the favour of natural materials REACH is a preventative measure which attempts to limit the pollution of the environment rather than encourage natural, healthy alternatives. Similar measures have been used before; take the case of asbestos for example. The UK banned the importation of blue
 and brown
 asbestos in 1980 and finally all types by 1999. After 23 years most people are (hopefully) aware that asbestos is not a healthy material and would probably not specify its use in their home, if given a choice. However, current forecasts suggest asbestos related diseases will continue to rise and that 250,000
 people in Western Europe will die from such diseases before 2035 due to continued exposure to asbestos. It is also expected that compensation costs for victims of asbestos-related diseases will soon exceed £145 billion, making it the most expensive category of insurance claim in history
. Registration, evaluation, authorisation, regulation and bans are valuable tools of policy but they do not eradicate problems, merely limit their spread. How else can we encourage healthier, natural alternatives?

Discouraging synthetics

In order to seriously challenge the detrimental affects that synthetic materials have on our health and the environment we need to radically reduce their use in our society. In order to achieve this, two important goals must be met. Firstly, we (the public) must be informed of the dangers of synthetics and secondly natural alternatives must be presented as superior, healthier solutions.

Take cosmetics for example, hair spray or perfume or some such ‘essential’. Telling a consumer that using these products harm the ozone layer (because of CFCs / HCFCs used as propellants) may play on guilt but ultimately has little effect. A user can not see any effect to the ozone layer and quite frankly, to them, their smell/hair style (self image) is probably more important than the ozone layer. Now, tell them that their hair spray contains phthalates which are proven to decrease fertility in females, encourage fetal and birth defects, reduce survival of offspring, alter hormone levels, and damage the uterus
 and they may have a different reaction. As we have seen, personal health is very important to people and its’ effects should not be underestimated. If, in the same breath we can tell our consumptive friend that, actually, aloe vera (or whichever natural product is most relevant) revitalises the hair with ‘essential vitamins’ and is natural - therefore better for them, we have scored on both counts.

This type if dissemination of information is essential for public opinions and actions to influence societal goals and it is this which encourages social change. It seems probable that if people understood the implications of synthetic products, especially in relation to their own personal health, they would be more likely to choose natural alternatives. A prime example is the increase in demand for organic food; widely recognised as better for your health than food exposed to pesticides, preservatives and other artificial chemicals. Consumer demand for organic food rose 55% in 2000
 despite increased costs to the consumer.
Promoting natural materials

There is also a need to promote natural materials and solutions that worked well in the past but have been forgotten thanks to their modern (supposedly superior) alternatives. For example, where synthetic paints are used these days limewashes can be used, with the advantage of regulating the moisture balance between a support and its surroundings, and with additional ‘antiseptic’ properties
. Other hygroscopic building materials (e.g. earth walls) can be used to absorb and release moisture, filtering air pollution and adding natural textural properties back into our living environments. It seems obvious, but is never mentioned that the closer a material is to its natural state the less environmentally damaging it will be. We need to promote these facts and rekindle an interest in nature if we are to shake off the misconception that clean white (plastic) sterile environments are the most healthy.

An ideal forum for this type of dissemination would be the home improvements sector (estate agents should also be made responsible for promoting natural environments rather than being aloud to profit extortionately from deception and circumvention in regard to environmental health issues).

Britain loves DIY, the value of the DIY industry has been estimated at over £6 billion
 in the UK and whilst efforts have been made to label some materials regarding their adverse effects on health (e.g. VOC labels on paints) no concerted effort has ever been made to inform the public of potential threats to their health from the majority of synthetic products in this large and influential industry. 

Pat Borer points out that ‘the main difficulty in choosing environmentally-benign materials is the lack of reliable and specific information, particularly where the consumer needs it most of all - at the point of purchase’
. But surely this should form part of ‘consumers rights’? Is it not within our rights to know if the products we buy are potentially lethal? Conclusive risk assessment data may be hard to obtain, and manufacturers would undoubtedly argue with any studies proving products harmful but, these are not valid reasons to ignore health concerns. The government has a duty to protect and inform the public by funding research and providing answers.

Conclusion

Health is an important issue which is personal to us all. If we can start to address problems in relation to our own health it seems we will also have started to solve some of the problems of the environment. It is also true that, taking the case of asbestos for example, funds may be used more valuably by addressing health issues before they become problems and avoiding damage to health rather than treating negative effects.

To truly promote social change we need to ‘adapt or change our existing discourse to guide society along a more viable path’
, which is possible by emphasising health over wealth. If due regard is paid to health issues and steps are taken to avoid contamination and pollution from unnecessary synthetic compounds and materials whilst concurrently promoting natural alternatives, increasingly sustainable solutions are inevitable.

Such empowerment could spur further positive developments. As Edward Harland notes ‘it is people healthy in body and spirit who are most likely to have the energy, enthusiasm and vision to solve the immense problems facing life on this planet’
.

Further research

Conclusive, independent research projects into potential health hazards from existing products and materials are sorely needed in order to provide the public with the valuable, health critical, information they deserve. Particularly hazardous materials and products not covered by REACH legislation should be emphasised as critical issues for government funded research.

Research into the technicalities of consumer rights could also potentially provide the public with valuable legal information in order to make manufacturers realise their responsibilities regarding potential health hazards.

Comprehensive research and documentation of naturally beneficial materials (like the use of plants to soak up indoor air pollutants) should also be undertaken as the basis of a ‘healthy houses’ information campaign promoting the use of natural materials.










� Gaeaphobia: A form of insanity characterised by extreme destructive behaviour towards the natural environment and a pathological denial of the effects of that destructive behaviour.


� DEFRA: UK Department for Environment Food and Rural Affairs


� BRE: UK Building Research Establishment


� Multiple chemical sensitivity


� REACH refers to: Registration, Evaluation and Authorisation of Chemicals.


� Crocidolite fibre: soft and strong asbestos used for insulation and sprays


� Amosite fibre: spiky and elastic asbestos used for building boards and ceiling tiles
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