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“Chemicals of Concern” 

EPA Definition: 

 

Serious environmental or health concerns and 

in some cases may present an unreasonable 

risk of injury to health and the environment. 
 

 



What is the impact of the materials in our buildings? 



250+ 
Substances common building products found in newborn blood  

 



250+ 
Substances common building products found in newborn blood  

 

Ex – flame retardants are found in newborn umbilical cords  

 (and nearly all Americans have trace amounts in their blood) 

 

Shown to have serious health risks – cancer, brain damage, thyroid damage 

 

 

 

 

 

 



What is the impact of the materials in our buildings? 



Should buildings come with warning labels? 



History of Material Transparency 

1999 – LEED Pilot, Low VOC Materials 

2002 – American Society of Healthcare Engineering (ASHE) list 

 of materials to avoid 

2004 – Green Guide For Healthcare Pilot, eliminates mercury, 

 dioxins, lead & cadmium 

2006 – Living Building Challenge, Red List & Watch List 

2009 – Perkins & Will Precautionary List 

2012 – LEED v4, material ingredient reporting, optimization & 

supply chain optimization 

 

http://www.housetalkgreen.com/wp-content/uploads/2012/10/LBClogo.jpg




Red Lists 



Red Lists 



Product Certifications 



Disclosure 



Disclosure 



Disclosure 



Material Disclosure Initiative 

27  

Firms have 

sent letters to 

manufactures 



Manufacturer’s Information Forum 

Chicago 

Phoenix 

Washington, DC 

San Francisco 

Dallas 



Manufacturers Starting to Listen 

Manufacturers 

have started to 

publicly disclosed 

the chemicals in 

their building 

products 



What do we do with this information? 



• Chemical LISTED by reliable medical sources as agent 

toxic to human health 

• Route of EXPOSURE likely in built environment 

• Quantity of emissions leading to CONCENTRATION 

above safe limits 

 

Architects need to collect  

information and prioritize  

actions on chemicals. 

 

 

CHEMICALS AND HUMAN HEALTH 



LIFE CYCLE OF CHEMICALS IN BUILDINGS 

Mining and harvesting 

 Manufacturing 

  Selection for building design 

   Installation    

     Maintenance/wear 

       Demolition 

 

Architects can be part of an extended community of concern. 

 



PRIORITY #1 
 

Minimize use of chemical compounds for which well-established 

scientific evidence of toxicity to HUMAN HEALTH is readily 

available. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



PRIORITY #2 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Consider impact of chemical compounds on the health of the 

environment during all stages of the LIFE CYCLE of a construction 

material. 

 

 



PRIORITY #3 
 

Defer evaluation of chemical compounds in PERFORMANCE-

CRITICAL MATERIALS. 

 

 

 

 

 



Should we care as architects? 

 

What is our responsibility? 

 

 What should we be doing?    

 

 



How can we prioritize chemicals to make the process 

manageable?  

  

Who needs to be involved to address chemicals of concern? 

 

How can we change an industry? 

 

 

 

 



Resources 

MSDS – Material Safety Data Sheets 

 OSHA requirement for application of products containing 

 hazardous chemicals 

 

EPDs – Environmental Product Declarations 

  ISO certified process of a Life Cycle Assessment on the 

 environmental impact (energy, water, etc.) of a product 

 

HPDs – Health Product Declarations 

 all added contents and health warnings from hazard lists 

 



Resources 

Pharos 

Evaluates materials across 16 impact categories, such as 

energy, occupational safety, social justice, & toxicity 

 



Resources 

GreenScreen  

Evaluates chemicals on 18 health and environmental 

endpoints and provides a score 



Resources 

Cradle to Cradle  

Material certification that looks at 5 categories – material 

health, material reutilization, energy, water, and social 

responsibility 

 



Resources 

Declare 

Ingredient label and other basic product information 

 



Thank you. 


