March 2023 Creation Care Green Tips

The Products We Buy: Facing the Challenges of Our Modern, Industrialized, Chemically-driven System

1.  Many of us use salt as a winter pavement de-icer, but its use has a dangerous downside:  one teaspoon of salt (chloride) can poison ten gallons of water, and when it ends up in Minnesota's lakes, rivers, and wetlands, irreparable harm is done to their water and the plants and creatures living in them. The Minnesota Conservation Volunteer magazine cautions us to shovel early and often so less salt is needed, and to sprinkle sparsely by leaving 3 inches between salt grains.  A coffee mug's amount of salt is adequate for a 20-foot driveway or 10 sidewalk squares, but using a handheld spreader can apply it consistently.  Ordinary sodium chloride will not work at ground temperatures below 15 degrees, so choose calcium chloride when it is very cold.  Extra salt that dries on pavement will be washed away into bodies of water, so sweep up extra salt when it is visible on the pavement.  

2.  Pioneered in the 1950s by Maplewood-based 3M Co., a class of chemicals known as per- and polyfluoroalkyl substances (PFAS) became widely used to suppress fires, repel water, fend off stains and make non-stick cookware, among other things.  These chemicals, often called "forever chemicals," can accumulate and persist in the human body for long periods of time, and have been linked with developmental and immune problems, fertility issues and some cancers.  Late last year, the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) declared two of the chemicals as hazardous substances, which not only clears the way for quicker cleanup of the toxic compounds, but could possibly make 3M Co. responsible for billions of dollars over PFAS liabilities.  3M Co. has just recently announced it would stop using the chemicals in its products by 2025, but existing chemicals will remain in the environment, while questions about replacement chemicals are being considered.  Meanwhile, Minnesota has been working to clean up water supplies using funds from an $850 million settlement struck with 3M in 2018 after suing over environmental contamination.

3.  Found in fast-food wrappers, firefighting foams, nonstick cookware, carpeting, water-repellent sports gear, dental floss, cosmetics, and countless other consumer products, PFAS (per- and polyfluoroalkyl compounds) chemicals are in our air, water, and soils throughout the world, and are even found in the bodies of polar bears.  A recent study revealed levels of PFAS in rainwater that exceeded the limits set for drinking water by the EPA.  These man-made chemicals do not degrade over time, making cleanup a difficult and costly effort, with few known ways of completely destroying the substances.  The Defense Department recently banned the incineration of PFAS, while landfills will fail to contain them, with many landfills no longer accepting waste known to be contaminated with PFAS.   The Minnesota Pollution Control Agency (MPCA) is researching several approaches to cleanup and the destruction of these "forever chemicals," but given proprietary methods and nondisclosure agreements in the PFAS destruction industry, it may be difficult to assess what actually works.  
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4.  Lead, a neurotoxin that is unsafe for any living creature at any level, can have serious and irreversible effects on brain development and a wide range of organ systems.   According to the Minnesota Environmental Partnership (MEP), Minnesota still has nearly 100,000 lead drinking water service lines across the state contaminating drinking water.  While lead has been prohibited in paint since 1978, water pipes since 1986, and gasoline since 1996, it is still used in the production and use of lead fishing tackle and ammunition across Minnesota.  The Minnesota Dept. of Natural Resources (DNR) estimates that 40% of Minnesota trumpeter swan deaths are due to lead poisoning, while common loons and bald eagles are experiencing population-level impacts from lead poisoning.  In 2020, food shelves in Minnesota had to discard over 7% of all donated venison due to lead contamination, while it is estimated that over half a million pounds a year of tainted meat is consumed by hunters and their friends and families.  LET YOUR POLICY-MAKERS know that it is time to get the lead out of Minnesota.   


