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Look Good, Get Cancer?

Chemicals in Cosmetics Need to be Listed in Ingredients
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MERCURY NEWS EDITORIAL

The cosmetics industry might prefer to gloss over the issue of potentially dangerous carcinogens in its products.

But current regulations on fragrances in cosmetics are giving off a foul odor.

At issue is whether the cumulative and prolonged effects of exposure to compounds known as phthalates, which are commonly used in cosmetics, pose an increased risk of cancer.

The Food and Drug Administration and the California Legislature should call for further studies on the effects of phthalates on people. And the cosmetic industry should be required to indicate whether their products contain phthalates.

Phthalates (pronounced THA-laytes) make plastics more flexible and are in everything from toys to detergents and pharmaceutical products. Many hair sprays, nail polishes, deodorants and perfumes contain phthalates because they enable fragrances to linger longer.

Studies have shown that exposure to phthalates induces birth defects, low sperm counts and other reproductive toxicity in experimental animals.

The FDA issued a Public Health Notification in 2002 telling health care providers to take precautions to limit the exposure of phthalates in medical devices -- such as bags and tubing used to administer fluids -- to young males. But the agency has taken no action on phthalate use in cosmetics.

Cosmetic companies are not required to divulge ``trade secrets'' in their products or list any ingredients involving ``fragrance'' and ``coloring.'' And the FDA does not review cosmetics before they are marketed to the public.

That's not good enough for Assemblywoman Judy Chu, D-Monterey Park. Her bill, AB 2012, calls for a ban on the use of phthalates in cosmetics sold in California and for cosmetic companies to fully divulge ingredients in their products. The bill faces an important vote later this session when it next comes before the Assembly Health Committee. Committee Chair Rebecca Cohn, D-Saratoga, has opposed a total ban. Until studies demonstrate that the phthalates are a significant danger to people, a cautious approach is justified. Until the FDA sees the light, the Legislature should force companies to list all ingredients in cosmetics so people who wish to avoid phthalates may do so.

The European Parliament banned phthalates in cosmetics last year, and manufacturers have until Sept. 11 to comply. Several U.S. companies that sell products in Europe have also voluntarily decided to remove phthalates from products being sold in the United States.

It's time for the rest of the cosmetic industry to follow that lead.
