Introduction by Teddy Goldschmid:

Sascha Gabizon is Director of Women in Europe for a Common Future . WECF was set up in 1992 as a result of the UNCED Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro. Today, we have expanded to over 50 members  oragnisations, which together represent some 2000 indivdual members, in 30 pan-European countries from Tadjikistan to Ireland, working on sustainable development, gender and health. WECF has a dual approach, we help women’s environmental organisation carry out practical improvement projects to make communities healthier and cleaner, at the same time we bring the concerns, priorities and recommendations from these local activities into international and EU policy making debates. WECF works through 5 working group, one of the most active working groups being the one on “Health and Chemicals”.

Speech by Sascha Gabizon

With the current revision of the EU chemicals policy it is a crucial time for women to take action and make our voices heard. In our experience, once women know more about the health effects of daily-use chemicals on vulnerable groups like children, two things happen, they start buying healthier products within their economic possibilities of course, and many become active supporters for stricter regulations. We support women interested in taking action by meeting policy makers and providing useful information and training materials. 

We focus specifically on women in our work because of several reasons:

1. Women have a different physiology and different types of jobs and social activities then men, and therefore suffer from different health effects of toxic chemicals, such as breast-cancer. Breast cancer is now the most common form of cancer in the UK 41,000 cases each year - over 800 cases weekly. Women with breast cancer are five times as likely to have pesticides residues in their blood such as DDT. 
2. Women are often the first to notice health effects from environmental pollution as in most societies women look after their families health
3. Women are also often the first to be blamed if their children are ill; ‘have you been drinking alcohol during pregnancy?’
4. Women are often less well represented in decision making, their voices are less often heard
5. Women who decide to have children are the first environment for their child, if the mother’s body contains toxins she will give it to her child during pregnancy. It is awefull to see the research results that show that there is a direct link between exposure in the mother’s womb to chemicals and childhood cancers. And many of the toxins in our bodies accumulate over years, it is not just the food we eat and air we breath during pregnancy which are the problem. The problem is that we don’t know that we are eating and breathing toxic chemicals in our daily lives. Most of the chemicals have not been tested and even then, they are not indicated on the products we buy. 

Daily allowable dosis of toxins based on toxicological studies on adults, mostly males, don’t’ take into account as Prof Belpomme has mentioned, durree, but also not, that children because they have less weight, receive 25-70 dailiy allowed doses. Children in development are especially vulnerable. Widows of vulnerablilty, 

Research shows very clearly that levels of toxins like DDT, dioxins and PCBs in the mothers body go down after pregnancy… they have gone into your child’s body. In the Netherlands, where I come form Professor Boersma and Professor Ten Tuscher of the medical university of Amsterdam have measured levels of dioxins and PCBs in pregnant in a few hundred mothers and then followed a children from before birth till now, 12 years of age. The conclusion is frightening, with normal lives and eating normal food, these chemicals are causing 10000-20000 ill children per year. This is a scandal. How can our government let this happen. We have to take action today to change this. It is inacceptable!

Women do most of the regular purchases, the food and toys , furniture, common household goods, most of which contain toxic chemicals. By working with women they start using their purchasing power for change.

What we as an NGO do is both to work with existing women’s organisations, such as professional women, farmers women, midwives… to spread knowledge about how to reduce exposure to toxic chemicals. 2 days ago we were phoned by a mother representing a parents committee of ecole primaire, batiment construit il y a 2 ans, depuis les enfants sont maladies,  ont demander des etudes, etait faites mais pas donner aux parents, lutter, …We have produced a toolkit with examples of toxins in daily use products, such as cosmetics. A study shows that Women in the US have higher levels of phthalates – a hormone disruptor - in their body tissue, the scientist thing it is due to women’s use of cosmetics. Phthalates are in crèmes, shampoos and even in baby cleaning tissue! Our skin is very permeable. So as an NGO we alert about these dangers, and we promote the alternatives. How can you make yourself lip-crème without any toxic chemicals for example. Use glass instead of plastic baby bottles, don’t use plastic wrap to cover food, especially not if it is fatty food. Don’t buy plastic balls and rain boots for your child, they emit phtalates too. If you buy new electronic or electrical appliances, look at the Danish list which shows which washing machines etc. emit the lowest levels of brominated flame retardants. But of course all of this is very cumbersome, we become walking chemical enceclopedias, many women don’t have so much time! 

And of course, above all, we try to spread information about toxic chemicals in food, pesticide residues. Isn’t it crazy that we have a European directive that oblige baby-food companies to use only organic food, - because the scientist could not find a safe level of pesticide residues for babies – but that any conventional carrot we buy in the shop and give to our baby will have higher levels of pesticide residues, if it would be sold as baby food it wouldn’t be allowed.? 

Example, day-care center, my daughter goes to, serves only organic food. Now that authorities are informed, they should take action.

Persistent chemicals, like dioxin from waste incinerators, are mostly entering into our bodies through food, they accumulate in the food chain and fatty fish, such as salmon, and meat, and cheese and milk all have high levels. Higher levels of pollution inside your car then in the street! The highest levels are found in …breastmilk, as we as humans are all the way on top of the food chain. But breastmilk has essential protection for babies. It should not be polluted. Women should not have to worry about contamination, it should not be a personal  level, but governments should take action, where are the chemicals coming from, which are the industries that are producing them, how should they be regulated.  

So we need a preventive chemicals policy to make sure that the PVCs and PCBs are not authorized for use in the first place. So that is why we are mobilizing women to contact their EU representatives and demand a strong REACH. 

At the Budapest Ministerial conference this summer we’ll try to make the 110 ministers from 52 countries who will gather there to discuss how to reduce children’s diseases including cancer by reducing environmental pollution understand that REACH is essential. 

With REACH we now have a unique chance to create a sustainable chemicals policy, which is able to protect public health, and the environment. The corner stones of REACH – and should remain to be – are reversed burden of proof, precautionary principle and phase-out of dangerous substances and substitution by less dangerous alternatives. We have together to work to counter the industry lobby, we have the change to make a difference.

