
i n f o@sa f e r chem ica l s . o r g  •  www. Sa f e rChem ica l s . o r g

T o x i c  C h e m i c a l s :

The Cost to Our Health

There is growing agreement across the political 
spectrum that the 1976 Toxic Substances Control 
Act (TSCA) does not do enough to protect Ameri-
cans from toxic chemicals. Much has changed since 

1976: chemicals have become more pervasive in daily life and 
scientists have developed a better understanding of how toxic 
chemicals are connected to some of our country’s most serious 
health problems, including childhood cancers, asthma, impaired 
fertility, birth defects, and learning disabilities. Now, Congress 
has the opportunity to overhaul this outdated law and put  
common sense limits on toxic chemicals. Stronger chemical 
laws will mean better health for all Americans.

Chronic disease is on the rise
•	 Leukemia, brain cancer, and other childhood cancers have  

increased by more than 20% since 1975.1

•	 Breast cancer went up by 40% between 1973 and 1998.2 While 
breast cancer rates have declined since 2003, a woman’s lifetime 
risk of breast cancer is now 1 in 8, up from 1 in 10 in 1973.3

•	 Asthma prevalence approximately doubled between 1980 and 
1995 and has stayed at the elevated rate.4,5

•	 Difficulty in conceiving and maintaining a pregnancy affected 
40% more women in 2002 than in 1982. The incidence of 
reported difficulty has almost doubled in younger women 
ages 18–25.6,7

•	 The birth defect resulting in undescended testes has increased 
200% between 1970 and 1993.8

•	 Since the early 1990s, reported cases of autism spectrum  
disorder have increased tenfold.9

Chronic disease is linked to chemical exposure
•	 The last 30 years of environmental health science shows that 

small amounts of chemicals can have long-term effects when 
the exposure comes at vulnerable times of development. New 
studies have linked early life exposure to chemicals and the 
later diagnosis of breast and testicular cancer, learning and 
developmental disabilities, and Alzheimer’s disease.

•	 Scientists have linked chemicals in building products, plastics, 
personal care products, and household cleaners to impairment 
to the reproductive system, increased risk of certain types of 
cancer, asthma, and developmental disabilities. 

•	 Over the past decade, the Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention (CDC) has published data showing that exposures 
to chemicals like phthalates, bisphenol A (BPA), perfluorinated 

compounds, and cadmium are common. The CDC reports 
that almost everyone has these chemicals in their bodies. 

Federal policy regulating chemicals is ineffective
•	 In the 34 years since TSCA was enacted, the Environmental 
Protection Agency (EPA) has been able to require testing 	
on just 200 of the more than 80,000 chemicals produced and 
used in the U.S., and just five chemicals have been regulated 
under this law.

• All 62,000 chemicals formulated prior to 1976 were grand- 
fathered in for use with no requirement that they be tested 
or shown to be safe.

•  The EPA tried to use TSCA to restrict asbestos 20 years ago 
and failed. Since then, EPA hasn’t tried again to use TSCA  
to ban any dangerous chemical.  

Economic benefits		  	
of reforming TSCA 
The Safer Chemicals, Healthy 
Families coalition believes that,  
by reforming TSCA, we can reduce 
our exposure to toxic chemicals, 
improve our nation’s health, and 
lower the cost of health care.
•	 133 million people in the  

U.S.—almost half of all 
Americans —are now living 
with chronic diseases and 
conditions, which now 
account for 70% of deaths 
and 75% of U.S. health 
care costs. 

•	 Even if chemical policy 
reform leads to re-
ductions in toxic 
chemical exposures 
that translate into 
just a 0.1% reduction 
in of health care costs, 
it would save the U.S. 
health care system an  
estimated $5 billion  
every year.



By reforming TSCA, we can reduce our exposure to toxic chem-
icals, reduce our nation’s chronic disease burden, and help con-
trol health care costs. In simplest terms, real reform will lead to 
concrete results, like more healthy babies, fewer women with 
breast cancer, and lower numbers of people with Alzheimer’s 
disease. This is the promise of TSCA reform. 

What real reform will look like
To be effective, TSCA reform should:
•	 Take immediate action on the most dangerous chemicals. 

Toxic chemicals that build up in our bodies and threaten our 
health should be phased out of commerce. Green chemistry 
research should be expanded, and safer chemicals favored 
over those with known health hazards.

•	 Require manufacturers to provide basic information to 
help identify chemicals of concern. Chemical manufactur-
ers should be responsible for the safety of their products and 
provide full information on health and environmental haz-
ards. The public, workers, and businesses should have access 
to information about the safety of chemicals.

•	 Use the best science to protect all people and vulnerable 
groups. Chemicals should be safe for all people, including 
children, pregnant women, and workers. The extra burden of 
toxic chemical exposure on people of color, low-income, and 
indigenous communities must be reduced and more studies 
must be done to detect which chemicals are present in our 
bodies. 

The Safer Chemicals, Healthy Families coalition is made 	
up of more than 150 diverse groups united by their common 
concern about toxic chemicals in our homes, places of work, 	
and products we use every day. www.saferchemicals.org 

For the full report and scientific citations, go to  
http://healthreportpdf.saferchemicals.org. 
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