
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Invisible News 
The BAD 
NEWS: 
Toxics in 
your home… 
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The GOOD 
NEWS: 
Alternatives 
exist…! 
 Stop and think for a moment. For 

the most part, you can’t see toxic 
chemicals, but that doesn’t mean 
they are not there.  

Scientists estimate the number of 
chemicals in your body to be more than 
700. Many of these are known to be 
toxic – and to have negative impacts on 
your health, and on your children’s 
health. 

Chemicals are everywhere. Waste is 
everywhere. Whilst the development of 
chemicals has led to many positive 
aspects of economic growth throughout 
the 20th century, it has also led to severe 
pollution problems with profound 
impacts upon human health, upon 
wildlife, and upon the environment. 

And when mankind impacts upon the 
environment, we impact upon 
ourselves. Chemicals are now found in 
our food chain, in our blood, in our 
breastmilk. Some are carcinogenic. 
Some damage our neural or 
reproductive systems. Some lead to 
birth defects. We must protect 
ourselves! 

 

 

Even the most beautiful things might contain invisible but harmful chemicals in them; 
the good news is that alternatives exist! 

 

 
Making the Invisible, Visible 

Gender Matters 
to Chemicals & 
Wastes 

The good thing is, that there are 
usually safer alternatives to all of 
these toxic chemicals.  

The Geneva Chemicals and Waste 
Cluster organisations jointly bring 
together more than 180 countries 
working with a range of stakeholders – 
including the private sector, civil 
society, academia – in order to achieve 
sound management of chemicals and 
waste.  

That means, minimising the health 
risks from chemicals and waste 
through better management, better 
information-sharing, and through 
promoting alternatives to replace the 
most harmful of substances.  

Whether it’s in your food, your air, 
your water, your clothing, your 
furniture, your mobile phone or your 
health and cosmetic products, it’s 
important you understand the risks, and 
are aware of the safer alternatives. That 
way, you can take better-informed 
decisions, whether as a consumer, as a 
parent, or as an enlightened citizen.  

So sit back for a while and rest your 
feet, recharge your phone (did you 
know it probably contains highly toxic 
substances?), and read the Invisible 
News for 5 minutes. It might be the best 
5 minutes of reading you do during 
these days! 

The Geneva Chemicals and Waste Cluster is a group of international 
organisations in Geneva which collectively works to protect human health and 
the environment from the adverse effects of chemicals and waste. This lounge 
area installation is brought to you by four organisations of this cluster, namely: 

• Secretariat of the Basel, Rotterdam, & Stockholm Conventions (BRS); 
• Secretariat of the Minamata Convention on Mercury; 
• Strategic Approach to International Chemicals Management (SAICM); and  
• UN Environment, Chemicals & Health Branch (UNEP) 

See www.brsmeas.org www.mercuryconvention.org www.saicm.org and 
www.unenvironment.org/explore-topics/chemicals-waste for more info 

 

 

Women and children are proportionately 
more impacted by the harmful effects of 
chemicals and waste, than are men.  This 
is true for a variety of socio-economic, 
cultural, and physiological factors.  

That’s why, gender considerations need to 
be worked into all efforts to achieve the 
sound management of chemicals and 
waste. And that’s also why, the 
empowerment of women and girls, and 
their fuller involvement in decision-
making at family, community, national or 
international levels, is so key. 

 

 

Sadly, we are exposed to potentially harmful chemicals and waste from a very early 
age; in fact, this exposure starts even before we are born 

What can you do? 
- Read the next Invisible News sheets 
to educate yourself about the hazards; 

- Visit the websites listed to find out 
more; 

- Seek out safe alternatives when 
buying food, clothing, furniture – 
READ the labelling!; 

- Discuss with your children, 
relatives, neighbours. 

http://www.brsmeas.org/
http://www.mercuryconvention.org/
http://www.saicm.org/
http://www.unenvironment.org/explore-topics/chemicals-waste


The Geneva Chemicals and Waste Cluster is a group of international 
organisations in Geneva which collectively work to protect human health and 
the environment from the adverse effects of chemicals and waste. This lounge 
area installation is brought to you by four organisations of this cluster, namely: 

• Secretariat of the Basel, Rotterdam, & Stockholm Conventions (BRS); 
• Secretariat of the Minamata Convention; 
• Strategic Approach to International Chemicals Management (SAICM); 

and  
• UN Environment, Chemicals and Health Branch (UNEP) 

See www.brsmeas.org www.mercuryconvention.org www.saicm.org and 
www.unenvironment.org/explore-topics/chemicals-waste for more info 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Invisible News 
What’s on 
the menu for 
dinner 
tonight? 
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A clean and 
safe kitchen 
for healthy 
and safe food! 
 

 

Stop and think for a moment. For 
the most part, you can’t see 
chemicals, but that doesn’t mean 
they are not there.  

The food which we consume obviously 
has a massive impact upon our health 
and wellbeing. But equally important is 
the range of surfaces, containers, 
cooking equipment, appliances, and 
utensils with which our food comes 
into contact before we eat it. 

Food packaging and wrapping, 
microwaveable bags, greaseproof and 
waterproof containers, and plastic 
water bottles all make life convenient 
and easier to manage on one level, but 
if such convenience comes at a cost to 
our health, is it really worth it? 

Such items often contain chemical 
additives such as Bisphenol A, which is 
known to be an Endocrine Disruptor or 
EDC, meaning it interferes with your 
endocrine or hormonal systems, 
potentially leading to increased 
incidence of cancer, birth defects, and 
other developmental disorders. 
Likewise, many packaging and 
container products include 
Perfluorinated Alkylated Substances 
(or PFAS), a group of chemicals of 
concern for adverse impacts on health 
and environment. 

And that fire extinguisher, which is 
there to save your life in case of the 
cooker catching fire? Well, that might 
contain hazardous chemicals such as 
Perfluorooctane Sulfonic Acid (PFOS) 
which is listed under the Stockholm 
Convention because of its human 
toxicity affecting the liver, kidney, 
thyroid, and fecundity, leading to 
increased risks of cancer formation. 

PFOS has also been found in Arctic 
animals such as polar bears, seals, bald 
eagles and minks, as well as in tropical 
habitats in birds and fish – proving that 
our everyday habits can also have far-
reaching negative impacts on other 
parts of the world. 

 

 

Many non-stick frying pans and saucepans contain the toxic chemical 
perfluorooctanoic acid or PFOA which, together with its salts and compounds, has 
been recommended to be eliminated by a global scientific review committee 

 Making the Invisible, Visible 

The good thing is, that there are 
usually safer alternatives to all of 
these toxic chemicals. We don’t 
need to use cookware which contains 
harmful chemical additives, no 
matter how convenient and effective 
they might be. We can choose 
different.  

Using (and re-using!) stainless steel or 
glass water bottles is a good start to 
reduce your toxic exposure. It also helps 
minimize the disturbing quantity of 
plastic waste which is unfortunately 
ends up in our oceans every day, every 
year. 

Alternatives to non-stick cookware 
containing PFOA have been developed 
and are now widely available in most 
markets. Old-fashioned steel or ceramic 
pans might take a little longer to wash up 
after use but are significantly safer to 
your health. 

Fluorine-free fire extinguishers are also 
available, check the contents 
information for the type of foam 
contained in the appliance.  

Finally, think about the packaging in 
which you buy, or store, or refrigerate 
your food. Glass or stainless steel or 
natural (banana-leaf for example) 
alternatives work just as well and are 
less likely to impact you, your family, 
your environment. 

Now that’s a clean and safe kitchen! 

 

The chemicals conundrum: fires extinguishers are there to save your life in case of 
a kitchen fire but might contain toxic chemicals harmful to your health! Choose 
fluorine-free fire-fighting alternatives, and be safe and healthy, fire or no fire. 

 

What can you do? 
- Read the next Invisible News sheets to 
educate yourself about the hazards; 

- Visit the websites listed to find out 
more; 

- Seek out safe alternatives when buying 
food, clothing, furniture: READ the 
labelling!; 

- Discuss with your children, relatives, 
neighbours. 

CHEMICALS & WASTE in your KITCHEN? 

http://www.brsmeas.org/
http://www.mercuryconvention.org/
http://www.saicm.org/
http://www.unenvironment.org/explore-topics/chemicals-waste


The Geneva Chemicals and Waste Cluster is a group of international 
organisations in Geneva which collectively work to protect human health and 
the environment from the adverse effects of chemicals and waste. This lounge 
area installation is brought to you by four organisations of this cluster, namely: 

• Secretariat of the Basel, Rotterdam, & Stockholm Conventions (BRS); 
• Secretariat of the Minamata Convention on Mercury; 
• Strategic Approach to International Chemicals Management (SAICM); 

and  
• UN Environment, Chemicals and Health Branch (UNEP) 

See www.brsmeas.org www.mercuryconvention.org www.saicm.org and 
www.unenvironment.org/explore-topics/chemicals-waste for more info 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Invisible News 
Cleans well, 
smells nice, 
but is it also 
safe? 
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Make your 
bathroom 
safe: it’s 
easily done! 
 Stop and think for a moment. For 

the most part, you can’t see toxic 
chemicals, but that doesn’t mean they 
are not there.  

Your bathroom is a case in point. It’s 
where every part of your body comes 
into contact with toiletries and hygienic 
products, shampoos, soaps, toothpaste. 

Do you know what’s in those products? 
Do you know whether they are doing 
more harm than good? Not all toiletries 
contain toxic chemicals. But some 
certainly do.  

Lindane, a persistent organic pollutant 
(POP) listed under the Stockholm 
Convention and known to be toxic with 
adverse effects on the immune system, 
reproductive system and development, 
was until recently commonly used as 
active ingredient in anti-headlice 
shampoos. Whilst there is no 
information about current production, 
it is reported that many articles in use 
still contain this chemical. 

Do you have a mercury thermometer in 
your bathroom cabinet? If it breaks, 
that mercury, however pretty and 
playful it appears, is dangerous. 
Mercury is a highly toxic heavy metal 
that poses a global threat to human 
health and the environment. Together 
with its various compounds, it has a 
range of severe health impacts, 
including damage to the central 
nervous system, thyroid, kidneys, 
lungs, immune system, eyes, gums and 
skin. There is no known safe exposure 
level for elemental mercury in humans, 
and effects can be seen even at very 
low levels. 

Your bathroom may well contain not 
just lindane and mercury, but a 
veritable cocktail of other potentially 
hazardous ingredients including 
nonylphenol ethoxylates, benzene, 
formaldehyde, chloroform, toluene,  
plus microbeads and nanomaterials in 
toiletries which end up as pollution in 
our oceans.  

 

    

  
   

 

 

 

It’s good to know whether your toiletries, cosmetics, and household cleaning 
products contain potentially harmful substances 

 Making the Invisible, Visible 

The good thing is, that there are 
usually safer alternatives to all of 
these toxic chemicals. As shown in 
the photo below, non-chemical 
shampoos, or plain and simple 
coconut oil, are said to work just as 
well in getting rid of headlice.  

The same principle applies to most other 
toiletries and hygiene products. 
Choosing a shampoo or shower gel 
which doesn’t contain these chemicals 
will safeguard your health and choosing 
one which doesn’t contain plastic 
microbeads will reduce the amount of 
microplastics entering our oceans and 
then – through fish and other organisms 
– entering our food chain and possibly 
ending up in our stomachs. 

Replacing your mercury thermometers 
with a digital version, widely available 
on the market in most places, is also an 
easy step to take. And if an old mercury 
thermometer breaks, don’t let your 
children play with it! 

When cleaning your bathroom and toilet 
areas, consider using ecological-based 
cleaning products rather than chemical-
based ones. Not only are these often 
cheaper, they are also less likely to harm 
you or the environment. Great results 
can be obtained from cleaning with 
dilutions of white vinegar, or regular 
baking soda, or borax. 

Safeguard your bathroom: protect your 
health and the environment! 

 

Fortunately, alternatives exist for most of these potentially harmful substances. In the 
case of lindane, for example, smothering the hair with coconut oil works well for many 
people to eradicate troublesome headlice 

 

What can you do? 
- Read the next Invisible News sheets 
to educate yourself about the hazards; 

- Visit the websites listed to find out 
more; 

- Seek out safe alternatives when 
buying toiletries, food, clothing, 
furniture: READ the labelling; 

- Discuss with your children, 
relatives, neighbours. 

CHEMICALS & WASTE in your BATHROOM? 

http://www.brsmeas.org/
http://www.mercuryconvention.org/
http://www.saicm.org/
http://www.unenvironment.org/explore-topics/chemicals-waste


The Geneva Chemicals & Waste Cluster is a group of international 
organisations in Geneva which collectively works to protect human health and 
the environment from the adverse effects of chemicals and waste. This lounge 
installation is brought to you by four organisations of this cluster, namely: 

• Secretariat of the Basel, Rotterdam, & Stockholm Conventions (BRS); 
• Secretariat of the Minamata Convention on Mercury; 
• Strategic Approach to International Chemicals Management (SAICM); 

and  
• UN Environment, Chemicals and Health Branch (UNEP) 

See www.brsmeas.org www.mercuryconvention.org www.saicm.org and 
www.unenvironment.org/explore-topics/chemicals-waste for more info 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Invisible News 
Relax, sit 
down, at last 
you’re home, 
safe and 
sound…..? 
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Think about 
the lifecycle of 
your products, 
where do they 
go when you 
throw them 
out?  
 

But hold on - stop and think for a 
moment. For the most part, you 
can’t see toxic chemicals, but that 
doesn’t mean they are not there.  

The sofa you are sitting feels very 
comfortable, but is it safe for your 
health? The lighting in your lounge 
makes so many things possible, but are 
your lightbulbs or even your electricity 
itself - toxic? 

Chemicals have given society many 
benefits, vital to development. The 
upholstery of furniture often contains 
chemical additives called flame 
retardants, which prevent sofas and 
chairs and carpets from catching fire, 
an important societal benefit. 

But some of these additives, including 
those known as brominated flame 
retardants, are also known to be toxic. 
One such flame retardant, 
Decabromodiphenyl ether (or 
DecaBDE) is highly persistent, and 
affects reproductive and nervous 
systems as an endocrine disruptor. 

Lighting is a basic need. But did you 
know that many compact fluorescent 
lightbulbs contain small amounts of 
mercury, a highly toxic heavy metal 
that poses a global threat to human 
health and the environment? Handle 
such bulbs with care, and replace them 
with non-mercury alternatives such as 
LED lamps, which are often not only 
more environmentally-friendly, but 
more energy-efficient as well! Check 
your power source if you can: 
electricity from coal-burning sources 
emits mercury into the atmosphere.  

Your lounge is likely home to electrical 
gadgets: mobile phones, TV, video, 
computers. Did you know electronic 
waste is burgeoning and that as much 
as 50 million tonnes is generated per 
year. Do you know what happens to 
your old devices, when they become 
waste, and how it impacts upon 
peoples’ health? 

Household furniture typically contains chemical additives intended to prevent 
domestic items from catching fire; these flame retardants are often toxic to human 
health and the environment. Do you know what you are sitting on? 

 Making the Invisible, Visible 

To keep you and your family 
healthy, seek out the furniture 
and lighting options which don’t 
include those toxic substances. 
Alternatives do exist, and they are 
becoming more and more available.  

And when you want to replace your 
furnishings, lightbulbs, and electronic 
appliances and gadgets, be careful how 
you handle them and dispose of them 
safely and according to local guidance, 
if at all possible. The Basel Convention 
offers guidance on how hazardous 
waste can be safely managed.  

Our waste comes back to haunt us. We 
don’t see where it goes, who deals with 
it, what impacts it has. But since we 
live in one, interconnected world, we 
cannot escape our waste. We all need 
to minimize our waste. Food waste, 
wasted water, electricity, electronic  
(e-) waste, household waste in general, 
and plastics in particular.  

Always remember the mantra for 
minimizing waste, especially when it 
comes to plastics and electronics: 
Reduce, Reuse, Recycle. 

 

Your choice of lightbulb affects both your possible exposure to harmful chemicals as 
well as your likely impact upon the environment. Choose carefully! 

 

What can you do? 
- Read the next Invisible News sheets 
to educate yourself about the hazards; 

- Visit the websites listed to find out 
more; 

- Seek out safe alternatives when 
buying food, clothing, furniture and 
READ the labelling; 

- Dispose of your waste responsibly; 

- Discuss with your children, 
relatives, neighbours. 

CHEMICALS & WASTE in your LOUNGE? 

http://www.brsmeas.org/
http://www.mercuryconvention.org/
http://www.saicm.org/
http://www.unenvironment.org/explore-topics/chemicals-waste


The Geneva Chemicals & Waste Cluster is a group of international 
organisations in Geneva which collectively work to protect human health and 
the environment from the adverse effects of chemicals and waste. This lounge 
area installation is brought to you by six of this cluster, namely: 

• Secretariat of the Basel, Rotterdam, & Stockholm Conventions (BRS); 
• Secretariat of the Minamata Convention on Mercury; 
• Strategic Approach to International Chemicals Management (SAICM); 

and  
• UN Environment, Chemicals and Health Branch (UNEP) 

See www.brsmeas.org www.mercuryconvention.org www.saicm.org and 
www.unenvironment.org/explore-topics/chemicals-waste for more info 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Invisible News 
You really 
are, what 
you eat! 
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Seek out the 
healthy 
options 
whenever 
possible 

It’s true: what you put in your 
stomach has a profound impact 
on your health and wellbeing. For 
the most part, you can’t see the 
chemicals in your food, but that 
doesn’t mean they are not there.  

We need food. The intensification and 
industrialization in agriculture, using 
ever-increasing amounts of chemical 
inputs, has helped our world to feed a 
rapidly increasing population. But, 
many of the chemical pesticides which 
accompanied this process, and which 
are still in use in many parts of the 
world today, have been proven to be 
highly hazardous. From your indoor 
plants to your garden to the great 
swathes of the planet set aside for 
agriculture, harmful pesticides should 
not be used.  

Take Dicofol, a pesticide that has been 
used in agriculture to control mites on 
a variety of field crops, fruits, 
vegetables, ornamentals, cotton, and 
tea. Similar to DDT, it is a toxic 
concentrated formulation found in the 
environment and humans. Prolonged or 
repeated exposure to dicofol can cause 
skin irritation and nervous disorders 
and it is highly toxic in fish, 
invertebrates, algae and birds. 

Toxic pesticides are not only bad for 
the environment and bad for 
consumers, they can also be life-
threatening for the farmers and farm-
workers who use them. According to 
FAO, an estimated 200,000 workers 
die from pesticide poisoning every 
year. And, since they are twice as likely 
to be illiterate than men, women in 
rural areas of developing countries 
often overlook important safety 
information, increasing their exposure 
to harmful chemicals.  

Human exposure to mercury occurs 
mainly through eating contaminated 
fish and shellfish. Further up the 
foodchain concentrations are higher, 
for example in large predatory fish 
such as swordfish or certain tunas. 
Sadly, unborn and young children are 
particularly vulnerable to neurotoxic 
effects of mercury. 

 

Even your choice of beverage is significant: tea and coffee can both be grown 
without harmful chemicals such as Endosulfan, which is listed under both the 
Rotterdam and Stockholm conventions 

 Making the Invisible, Visible 

The benefits of organic 
agriculture, which does not use 
chemical pesticides, are well 
known. Choosing this kind of 
produce is likely to be a sensible 
choice.  

Used appropriately and safely, 
pesticides can nonetheless help to 
protect food and other crops from 
excessive damage by pests and diseases 
and can protect against vector-borne 
diseases. Pesticides also play important 
roles in the protection of fresh produce 
during transport over long distances; in 
ensuring that shipments of fresh food do 
not carry unwanted pests and diseases; 
and in the preservation of stored bulk 
foods such as grain. Over-reliance on 
toxic pesticides, however, can damage 
the health of farmers and consumers as 
well as the environment and the 
economy. In many cases pesticide use 
can be reduced significantly without 
compromising production quality or 
quantity. 

Over-reliance on one source of protein 
can also lead to higher risks. Varying 
your fish intake from species to species 
can help to reduce your risk of exposure 
to mercury, for example. 

And remember that your consumer 
choices can shape the market, leading to 
positive changes for producers far away 
or on your doorstep.  

 

Chemical pesticides used on food crops can impact the environment, the consumer, 
but especially the farm-worker, particularly if safety information is absent, illegible 
or overlooked 

 

What can you do? 
- Read the next Invisible News sheets 
to educate yourself about the hazards; 

- Visit the websites listed to find out 
more; 

- Seek out safe alternatives when 
buying food: READ the labelling; 

- Discuss with your children, 
relatives, neighbours. 

CHEMICALS & WASTE on your PLATE? 

http://www.brsmeas.org/
http://www.mercuryconvention.org/
http://www.saicm.org/
http://www.unenvironment.org/explore-topics/chemicals-waste


The Geneva Chemicals & Waste Cluster is a group of international 
organisations in Geneva which collectively work to protect human health and 
the environment from the adverse effects of chemicals and waste. This lounge 
installation is brought to you by four organisations of this cluster, namely: 

• Secretariat of the Basel, Rotterdam, & Stockholm Conventions (BRS); 
• Secretariat of the Minamata Convention; 
• Strategic Approach to International Chemicals Management (SAICM); 

and  
• UN Environment, Chemicals and Health Branch (UNEP) 

See www.brsmeas.org www.mercuryconvention.org www.saicm.org and 
www.unenvironment.org/explore-topics/chemicals-waste for more info 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Invisible News 
Some toys, 
paint, plastic 
potentially 
harmful for 
children 
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Protect those 
you love the 
most from 
chemicals and 
waste 
 

Children, because of their 
smaller size, rapid growth, and 
propensity to put things in their 
mouths, are more vulnerable to 
the harmful effects of chemicals 
and waste, than adults. Are we 
doing enough to protect our 
children from these hazards? 

The adverse impacts of lead on 
humans, especially on children’s 
development, has long been 
understood, but did you know that even 
today, lead might be present in the 
paint on the walls of your children’s 
bedrooms, or even in the paint-based 
toys with which they happily play? 

Or that electronic toys might be 
powered by button-cell batteries 
containing mercury? 

Or that toys made from recycled plastic 
might contain toxic chemicals? 

According to the UN Special 
Rapporteur on Toxics, childhood 
exposure is a systemic problem 
everywhere. All around the world, 
children are born with dozens, perhaps 
hundreds, of hazardous substances in 
their bodies. This is leading to what 
doctors are referring to as a “silent 
pandemic” of disease and disability 
affecting millions during childhood 
and later in life. 

Children in the workplace are 
especially vulnerable. Many children 
work in agriculture and in waste-
picking, to name just two sectors, 
where possibly experience exposure to 
chemicals alongside their adult 
colleagues. 

Don’t our children deserve better than 
this? 

 

 

 

 

Lead – which is known to be toxic and harmful to the central nervous system, blood, 
and reproductive systems - is present in some paint-based children’s toys  

 Making the Invisible, Visible 

Children everywhere deserve 
better than this. We have to make 
visible this “invisible assault on the 
rights of the child”. In many cases, 
alternatives already exist. Sound 
management of chemicals and waste 
is urgently needed to protect our 
youngest and future generations from 
toxic exposure.  

Chemical-free toys, lead-free paints, and 
mercury-free batteries are all available on 
most markets around the world. And 
avoiding furniture and carpets which 
contain toxic chemical additives can 
further reduce children’s exposure, as can 
ensuring a healthy diet free from harmful 
pesticides in food. 

Turning your home into a safe 
environment for your children to grow up 
in requires some new ways of thinking, 
some effort, and some investments in 
time and money, but it is possible. 

Tackling child exposure to chemicals in 
the workplace is a more challenging and 
urgent need.  Urging all actors – states, 
businesses and other stakeholders – to 
implement the chemicals and waste 
conventions, respect the human rights 
conventions including for children, and 
recognize and implement ILO Labour 
Standards, must be a first step. 

 

Toys made from recycled plastic may contain toxic chemicals known as Persistent 
Organic Pollutants (POPs), which are regulated under the Stockholm Convention 
because of their harmful impacts on health and the environment  

 

What can you do? 
- Read the next Invisible News sheets to 
educate yourself about the hazards; 

- Visit the websites listed to find out 
more; 

- Seek out safe alternatives when buying 
toys, food, clothing, furniture: READ 
the labelling; 

- Discuss with your children, relatives, 
neighbours. 

CHEMICALS & WASTE in the CHILDREN’s ROOM? 
©Jaimee Duplass 

http://www.brsmeas.org/
http://www.mercuryconvention.org/
http://www.saicm.org/
http://www.unenvironment.org/explore-topics/chemicals-waste


The Geneva Chemicals & Waste Cluster is a group of international 
organisations in Geneva which collectively work to protect human health and 
the environment from the adverse effects of chemicals and waste. This lounge 
area installation is brought to you by four organizations of this cluster, namely: 

• Secretariat of the Basel, Rotterdam, & Stockholm Conventions (BRS); 
• Secretariat of the Minamata Convention on Mercury; 
• Strategic Approach to International Chemicals Management (SAICM); 

and  
• UN Environment, Chemicals and Health Branch (UNEP) 

See www.brsmeas.org www.mercuryconvention.org www.saicm.org and 
www.unenvironment.org/explore-topics/chemicals-waste for more info 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Invisible News 
Some 
cosmetics, 
clothes & 
jewelry are 
potentially 
harmful  
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Health before 
beauty, or 
beauty before 
health (and 
environment)? 
 

You don’t see the possible risks 
from these everyday products in 
your bedroom or your wardrobe, 
but that doesn’t mean they are 
not there. Unfortunately, many 
products we use to make ourselves 
comfortable or attractive, might be 
harming our health.  

Pesticides applied to cotton can be 
present in the clothes we wear. And 
think also of the farm-workers, many 
of whom are probably women and 
children, who are even more 
intensively exposed to pesticides every 
day, at work. Clothes can also contain 
microplastics and persistent organic 
pollutants (POPs) such as PFOA. 

Cosmetics can be dangerous as well. 
From lead in some lipsticks, mercury in 
mascara, to phthalates in certain 
hairsprays, fragrances and nail-
polishes, our skin can be exposed to a 
range of harmful chemicals. Of the 
estimated 13,000 chemicals used in 
such products only about 10% have 
been evaluated for safety.  

A recent study concluded that women 
of colour, independent of 
socioeconomic status, are most 
exposed to such toxic chemicals, 
through the use of skin-whiteners and 
hair products which often contain toxic 
substances, including heavy metals 
such as mercury and lead. 

Finally, even jewelry can present a 
hazard – to the wearer through mercury 
and other heavy metals in the items 
themselves – and also especially to the 
many artisanal gold miners, who use 
mercury in the extraction process, 
whilst producing 20% of the world’s 
gold. 

 

 

Cosmetics may contain a range of harmful substances, with skin-whiteners identified 
as amongst the most hazardous to the user.  

 Making the Invisible, Visible 

Fortunately, healthier, safer and 
more environmentally-friendly 
alternatives generally do exist. 
From organic cotton clothing, to 
safe cosmetics, to jewelry produced 
using gold extracted through 
mercury-free techniques, to 
Mercury-free mascara, the markets 
are moving in a positive direction 
and the range of products that are 
free of toxic chemicals is expanding 
all the time.  

Such consumer choices have positive 
impacts upon human health and the 
environment. Minimising waste, in 
particular by refraining from overly 
frequent changes of clothing and by 
recycling, can also have a positive 
environmental impact, given that the 
clothing production sector is energy-, 
water- and carbon-intensive.  

The circular economy approach to 
manufacturing, whereby a given 
product’s entire lifecycle is planned for 
and integrated into product design and 
lifetime footprint will be key to 
transformation of such sectors. 

Safeguard your bedroom and wardrobe 
and protect yourself from potentially 
harmful impacts on your health and the 
environment!  

 

Since women consume the vast majority of cosmetic and beauty products, they are 
consequently at higher risk than men to such harmful effects. 

What can you do? 
- Read the next Invisible News sheets 
to educate yourself about the hazards; 

- Visit the websites listed to find out 
more; 

- Seek out safe alternatives when 
buying make-up, toiletries: READ 
the labelling; 

- Discuss with your children, 
relatives, neighbours. 

CHEMICALS & WASTE in your BEDROOM? 

Hyosub Shin/MCT/Landov 

http://www.brsmeas.org/
http://www.mercuryconvention.org/
http://www.saicm.org/
http://www.unenvironment.org/explore-topics/chemicals-waste


The Geneva Chemicals & Waste Cluster is a group of international 
organisations in Geneva which collectively work to protect human health and 
the environment from the adverse effects of chemicals and waste. This lounge 
area installation is brought to you by four orgsnistions of this cluster, namely: 

• Secretariat of the Basel, Rotterdam, & Stockholm Conventions (BRS); 
• Secretariat of the Minamata Convention on Mercury; 
• Strategic Approach to International Chemicals Management (SAICM); 

and  
• UN Environment, Chemicals and Health Branch (UNEP) 

See www.brsmeas.org www.mercuryconvention.org www.saicm.org and 
www.unenvironment.org/explore-topics/chemicals-waste for more info 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Invisible News 
Chemical & 
waste burden 
ends up in 
environment 
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What is 
needed to 
tackle these 
challenges? 
 We only have one planet, right? 

So ultimately, mother nature has 
to absorb our excesses, whether 
in the form of invisible chemicals 
or highly visible plastic waste. 
And according to latest thinking on 
planetary boundaries, the threshold 
has been reached. The effects of 
past and current decades of 
industrialization and over-
consumption will be felt long into 
the future, just as the chemical 
burden we inherited has been 
passed already on to young and - in 
turn - future generations.  

Evidence of chemical and plastic 
pollution is found even in the most 
remote regions such as the Arctic, or 
the deepest of deep ocean trenches. 

Chemicals are indeed everywhere. 
Waste is indeed everywhere. Whilst the 
development of chemicals has led to 
many positive aspects of economic 
growth throughout the 20th century, it 
has also led to sever pollution problems 
with profound impacts upon human 
health, upon wildlife, and upon the 
environment. 

And when mankind impacts upon the 
environment, we impact upon 
ourselves. Chemicals are now found in 
our food chain, in our blood, in our 
breastmilk. Some are carcinogenic. 
Some damage our neural or 
reproductive systems. Some lead to 
birth defects. We must protect 
ourselves, as well as the oceans, as well 
as the wildlife. 

Scientists are predicting the complete 
collapse of wildlife populations as a 
result of pollution from chemicals and 
waste. Children are being born with an 
inherited toxic burden, passing this on 
to their children, and their children’s 
children.  

The time for sound management of 
chemicals and waste, is now. 

 

 

Marine litter and pollution from plastic waste is one of the most urgent - and visible 
– global environmental challenges currently faced by society 

 Making the Invisible, Visible 

No single state, sector or industry 
has all the answers. We look to 
(and contribute to) the broader UN 
family and member states for full 
and effective implementation of the 
SDGs. We look to (and contribute 
to) UNEA4 for progress on 
overarching global governance on 
chemicals and waste, including the 
marine plastic litter problem. And 
we look to the private sector, to 
academia, and to civil society for the 
development and dissemination of 
innovative new approaches, new 
alternatives, new ways of doing 
business and of doing development. 

The fullest possible implementation of 
the chemicals and waste conventions, 
and the achievement of the SAICM 
2020 goal, is urgently needed. 
Mainstreaming of gender into planning 
and implementing approaches and 
actions to those ends, especially in the 
context of SDGs, is crucial.  

The quest for sound management of 
chemicals and waste is of vital 
importance to us all. And its 
achievement requires the participation 
of all. Underpinning and running 
through all the SDGs, we make a start 
when we make the invisible, visible. 

Populations of killer whale (Orcinus orca sp.) are predicted to collapse due to 
contamination from just one toxic chemical group, polychlorinated biphenyls (or 
PCBs), listed under the Stockholm Convention 

What can you do? 
- Read the next Invisible News sheets 
to educate yourself about the hazards; 

- Visit the websites listed to find out 
more; 

- Seek out safe alternatives when 
buying food, clothing, furniture: 
READ the labelling; 

- Dispose of waste responsibly; 

- Discuss with your children, relatives, 
neighbours. 

CHEMICALS & WASTE in the ENVIRONMENT? 

http://www.brsmeas.org/
http://www.mercuryconvention.org/
http://www.saicm.org/
http://www.unenvironment.org/explore-topics/chemicals-waste

