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Flame retardants targeted 
California rule change could slash  

use of toxins in products nationwide 
Tuesday, June 19, 2012 

By Patricia Callahan and Michael Hawthorne

California Gov. Jerry Brown on Monday called for a sweeping overhaul of his 
state’s 1970s-era flammability standard, a change that could dramatically reduce or 
eliminate the toxic flame retardant chemicals in sofas, easy chairs and baby prod-
ucts in homes across the nation. 

Last month, the Tribune’s “Playing With Fire” series exposed a deceptive, de-
cades-long campaign by the tobacco and chemical industries to promote the Cali-
fornia flammability rule, which has not undergone a major overhaul since it was 
adopted in 1975. 

Brown’s decision to revamp the rule affects consumers nationwide because many 
manufacturers apply his state’s standard to furniture and baby products sold across 
the country. Federal and independent scientists say flame retardants added to meet 
the rule provide no meaningful protection from fires, and some of the chemicals are 
linked to cancer, neurological deficits, impaired fertility and developmental problems. 

“We must find better ways to meet fire safety standards by reducing and eliminat-
ing — wherever possible — dangerous chemicals,” Brown said in a written statement. 

Changing the obscure rule, known as Technical Bulletin 117, would be the most 
significant step any state has taken to reduce the use of flame 
retardants that scientists say are building up in people’s bod-
ies and in the environment around the globe. 

Scientists know that flame retardants migrate from prod-
ucts and settle in dust. That’s why toddlers, who play on 
the floor and put things in their mouths, generally have far 
higher levels than their parents. Expectant mothers also can 
unwittingly pass the chemicals to their children; the typical 
American baby is born with the highest recorded concen-
trations of flame retardants among infants in the world. 

Brown is stepping in after efforts to change the rule 
through legislation repeatedly failed amid heavy lobbying 

from the chemical industry. California Sen. Mark Leno, perennial sponsor of mea-
sures to reduce the use of flame retardants, said the Tribune’s investigation “com-
pletely altered the debate.” 

“I’ve been fighting this for five years and losing at every step, and then a lot of 
change is happening suddenly,” said Leno, who applauded the governor’s decision. 

The rule requires the foam inside furniture to withstand a candlelike flame for 
12 seconds. To pass that test, manufacturers add flame retardant chemicals to cush-
ions — up to 2 pounds in a large couch. 

But federal statistics show that the leading cause by far of furniture fires is smol-
dering cigarettes, not candles. By the time the upholstery fabric catches fire, the 
flames are large enough to overpower the chemicals in the foam. 

In tests conducted in a government lab, federal scientists touched a small flame 
to a pair of upholstered chairs — one with a flame retardant in the foam and one 
without. They found that both chairs burned similarly and were engulfed in flames 
within four minutes. 
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Sox swept in May at Wrigley, but Castro, North Siders open
Round 2 with 5 homers in 12-3 win at U.S. Cellular Chicago Sports

DayvionContreras finds some relief from the hotweather at awater foun-
tainwhile attending a day campMonday at aWest Side playground. Tem-
peratures around the areawere intensified because of increased humidity,
whichmadehighs in the 90s feelmore like the 100s. The heat is expected
to last throughThursday,with thunderstorms possible heading into the
weekend.Meanwhile, 10 of theChicago ParkDistrict’s 50 pools remained
closed for repairs. Chicagoland, Page 4
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SWEAT OFF
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DEER GROVE, Ill. —
The plains hognose snake
is a tan, brown and gray
blotchycreature thatmea-
sures nearly 30 inches and
dines on frogs, toads and
salamanders.

Now it’s something
else: a problem for a wind
turbine project that pro-
poses nearly 90 of the
towers in three counties in
northwest Illinois.

The hognose, ornate
box turtle and regal fritil-
lary butterfly that slither,
burrow and flit in White-
side, Lee and Bureau
counties do so with a
certain privilege. It’s their
habitat, and all three spe-
cies are considered threat-
ened in Illinois.

Thepredicament is that

the first phase of the
Green River Wind Farm
project probably will
harm that habitat, the Illi-
nois Department of Natu-
ral Resources contends.

The promise of wind
turbine energy is starting
to give way to the realities
of energy production. As
morewind farmproposals
sweep into Illinois — the

Wind turbines
generate angst
Landowner, state
concerns include
threat to species
By Ted Gregory
Tribune reporter
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The regal fritillary butter-
fly is among threatened
species cited in a report
on a wind turbine project.
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The formermajor leaguepitcherwas
cleared on all counts of lying toCon-
gress about steroid use. RogerClemens
has deniedusing steroids or human
growthhormone.Chicago Sports

Clemens not guilty
in federal perjury trial

CAIRO — The revolu-
tion, for now, has been
crushed.

The weekend move by
Egypt’s generals to reduce
the country’s first competi-
tively elected president to
an anemic figurehead ap-
peared to be a decisive blow
to the vision that a popular
democracywould smoothly
replace the longtime auto-
cratic leadership of Hosni
Mubarak. The military has
resisted change since the
1950s, so there was scant
surprisewhen it actedover-
night Sunday to block any
potential presidential de-
signs against its authority.

But even as election re-
turns appeared to show
Muslim Brotherhood can-
didate Mohammed Morsi
winning a presidential run-
off against a vestige of the
nation’s status quo, retired
air force general Ahmed
Shafiq, supporters of the
apparent victor seemed
dispirited. What the gen-
erals have orchestrated lays
bare an authoritarian im-
pulse determined to keep
political Islam from taking
root in the Arab world’s
most populous nation.

Onlya fewhundredgath-
ered to celebrate in Tahrir
Square, where hundreds of
thousandsofdemonstrators
from across the Egyptian
political spectrum had
camped out for weeks early
last year to force Mubarak
to step down. The Brother-

In Egypt,
a big chill
to Arab
Spring?
As military asserts
its power, many
appear dispirited
By Jeffrey Fleishman
Tribune Newspapers
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StevenL.Henry,
ofMount Prospect,
was able to rescue his
8-year-old grandson,
whowas pulled into
the ocean bywaves in
Virginia, but couldn’t
get out himself.
Chicagoland, Page 6

Man dies after
ocean rescue
of grandson

AWoodridgeman
bought a doorwith a
“Made in theUSA”
sticker, but it turned
out to be an import
fromTaiwan. Jon
Yates, theTribune’s
ProblemSolver, in-
vestigates.Business

‘Made in USA’?
Shopper feels
fooled by label

SACRAMENTO BEE PHOTO 

Gov. Jerry Brown wants to 
revamp California’s flam-
mability standard for furni-
ture and baby products. 



Tonya Blood, head of the California state agency that will craft the new rule, said 
she plans to propose a new standard by August. Hearings and responses to public 
comments could delay a final decision for a year. 

Federal regulators have been wrestling for decades with the issue of how to fire-
proof furniture. U.S. Sen. Dick Durbin, D-Ill., is pushing the U.S. Consumer Product 
Safety Commission to finalize a 2008 proposal that would require upholstery to re-
sist smoldering cigarettes. 

A federal smolder standard would trump the California rule with or without ac-
tion by the state. The question is which arm of government — state or federal — will 
act first. 

The fabric covers on most furniture sold today would meet the federal proposal 
without the use of flame retardants, the safety commission has concluded. If fur-
niture fabric stops a fire from starting in the first place, the commission’s staff says, 
there is no reason to keep adding chemicals to the foam underneath. 

The Citizens for Fire Safety Institute, which the Tribune found to be a front 
group for the largest manufacturers of flame retardants, vowed to remain involved 
in the debate. The group has been the primary opponent of efforts by Leno and 
other California lawmakers to change the state’s furniture rule. 

The industry group’s star witness, a burn surgeon, testified last year about a 
7-week-old patient who was fatally burned on cushioning that lacked flame retar-
dants, but the Tribune revealed that the baby as he described her did not exist. 

Seth Jacobson, a spokesman for Citizens for Fire Safety, said the group continues 
to believe the California standard saves lives. 

“We’ve always been about fire safety,” Jacobson said. “We will be part of the dis-
cussion, 100 percent. As much as we can.” 

Groups that represent manufacturers of furniture, baby products and the foam 
inside them said they support Brown’s call for a new California standard that re-
duces or eliminates the use of toxic chemicals. 

“A lot of things have changed since the ‘70s,” said Andy Counts, chief executive of 
the American Home Furnishings Alliance, a trade group. “It’s about time they took 
another look at their standards.” 

Rick Locker, general counsel to the Juvenile Products Manufacturers Associa-
tion, said parents are clamoring for baby items made with natural fibers. 

“It’s a ridiculous requirement,” he said of the California standard. “Children are 
not at risk of fire from those products.” 

Blood, the California state official, said her office is considering exempting cer-
tain baby products from the state’s flammability rules. 

In a peer-reviewed study published last year, scientists found flame retardants 
in 80 percent of the baby products they tested. The most common flame retardant 
detected was chlorinated tris, also known as TDCPP, which manufacturers volun-
tarily took out of children’s pajamas more than three decades ago after it was linked 
to cancer. 

Scientists and regulators thought TDCPP had all but disappeared from the mar-
ketplace. But because it wasn’t formally banned, companies can legally use it in oth-
er consumer products without informing government officials or the public. It has 
become one of the most widely used flame retardants in household furniture. 

Arlene Blum, a University of California at Berkeley chemist whose study led to 
the removal of TDCPP from children’s sleepwear in the late 1970s, said Brown’s 
decision could lead to “equal or greater fire safety without pounds of toxic and un-
tested chemicals in our homes.” 

“The whole world should be healthier because of this,” Blum said.




