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PVC plastic or Vinyl

ïAn óenvironmental poisonô

Beverley Thorpe

Clean Production Action

Bev@cleanproduction.org

www.cleanproduction.org

http://www.cleanproduction.org/
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PVC (vinyl)   - common in products
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When labeled é
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Soft vinyl used in

ÅChildrenôs toys 

ÅImitation leather (shoes) and sandals

ÅBackpacks, rain coats, rain boots, bags

ÅShower curtains, coated fabrics

ÅCables on electronic equipment

ÅCoatings on wallpaper

ÅVinyl flooring

ÅMedical devices: blood bags, tubing, gloves
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PVC  (vinyl) ïcommon in 

households
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Majority of vinyl (60%) used in 

buildings

ÅPipes for water, sewerage

ÅCladding on the outside of houses ïvinyl 

siding

ÅFlooring

ÅWindow frames

ÅDoors

ÅFencing
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PVC (Polyvinyl Chloride) Plastic 

has problems all along the

LIFECYCLE

Second most common plastic in use

today
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Products need to be considered in their life cycle ï

current production is too linear and generates 

hazardous wastes
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PVC is inherently toxic throughout 

its lifecycle

ÅMyriad problems go back to the same two 

causes that are specific for PVC:

ïIt is made of chlorine

ïIt requires large amounts of additives to be 

functional
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Chlorine

HCL

Dioxin (production, accidental fires, landfill fires, incineration, metal recycling)

Stabilisers: 

e.g. Pb, Cd 
(0,1-2,5 %)

Plasticisers

e.g. DEHP 
(10-60%)

Cl-polymer      
(Cl-content14-53%)

Additives 

(content7-75 %)

EDC

VCM
PVC
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PVC production:  a toxic brew

ÅPure PVC consists of 57% chlorine

ÅChlorine maufacture may use mercury cells in 
the chlor-alki process 

ÅCould be largest source of mercury to air

Åvinyl production in USA responsible for 26 tons 
of mercury

ÅMERCURY escapes to air and turns into form 
extremely toxic at low levels

ÅGlobal contaminant in fish

ÅNeurological problems in children particuarly
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EDC production

Åópossible carcinogenô

ÅKnown water contaminant

ÅKnown air contaminant

ÅEDC tars previously dumped at sea, then 

incinerated at sea, now incinerated on site 

or dumped down old mine shafts

ÅVery high levels of dioxin
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EDC production and workers

ÅLawsuit (1998) against 28 former exec of Italian 

VCM producers charged with responsibility of 

deaths by cancer of 157 workers ïsettled with 

financial compensation to victims
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Vinyl choride monomer (VCM)

ÅVCM well known to cause liver cancer

Å2003 Italian study found PVC workers had 

higher cases of death, tumors, lung 

cancer, lymphomas, leukemias and liver 

cirrhosis.  Possible increased brain cancer

ÅCommunities next to production sites 

contaminated by VCM in air and water
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VCM into white powder

ÅVCM turned into fine power handled by 

workers known as PVC baggers.

ÅIncreased lung cancers in this group
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PVC ïthe additive trap

ÅPure PVC is useless; hundreds of 

additives, softeners, plasticisers 

(phthalates)  >>> toxic to reproduction

ÅStabilizers eg lead, cadmium, organotin 

compounds >>>>toxic releases

ÅProduct testing of childrenôs toys and 

clothng found high levels of lead and 

cadmium
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Softeners: phthalates

ÅNow found globally in rain water, soil, food, and 

in humans and wildlife

Å90 percent of all phthalates are used in vinyl 

products

ÅAnimal studies: Damages sexual development in 

young rats, causes liver tumors

ÅIn humans: Impairs male reproductive system 

development in human infants and toddlers


