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Overview: The Need for a New Frame

Chemicals are a key element of the global economy. They are incorporated into millions of products we use every day, and they are essential to society. However, many chemicals have dangerous or environmentally damaging characteristics, and their use needs to be controlled to avoid harm to workers, the public and the environment. And for many more chemicals, we simply don’t know enough to determine whether they are safe in the manner they are – or could be – used. How can we improve the way in which many chemicals are managed to avoid their safety problems, particularly those that are chronic, subtle and poorly understood? How can we more effectively address the continuing lack of available safety information on some chemicals, missing information on supply chain uses, and lack of understanding on material flows? 

Chemicals are also a crucial part of the development of a more sustainable society, for example through the creation of more efficient solar energy collection, more recyclable materials, and more products that are more throughout their lifecycles. How can innovation in green chemistry and design for environment be promoted and supported?

Businesses are being held increasingly accountable for the economic, social, and environmental consequences of their activities. There is also an increasing global awareness about the potential impacts of chemicals on health and ecosystems, driving an increasingly environmentally conscious market-place. This new reality has created exciting opportunities for innovation and change, and many firms are responding. In some cases companies are developing their own chemicals management policies – however their efforts are limited by difficulties determining which chemicals are safer. 

The United States for many years has been a leader in chemicals management. However, U.S. chemicals policy is aging – the primary federal chemicals management statute, TSCA, has not been revised since it was enacted more than 25 years ago. While many of the problems of chemicals management remain largely unchanged since TSCA was enacted, newer information on chemicals, such as knowledge on low dose effects and vulnerable subpopulations (and the challenges of acting on the basis of uncertain knowledge) poses new challenges to federal chemicals management systems. Additionally, new solutions such as pollution prevention and green chemistry have, for the most part, not formed a central part of federal policy, receiving only minimal funding and policy attention.

Outside the U.S., there has been a vigorous multi-stakeholder dialogue in Europe focused on designing new approaches to chemicals management, as well as an international dialogue driven by the Stockholm and Rotterdam Conventions, the Globally Harmonized System for Classification and Labeling, and the United Nation’s Strategic Approach to International Chemicals Management. Similar discussions are also beginning at the state level in the United States, in Canada, and in the context of the NAFTA Commission on Environmental Cooperation. These international discussions and policy initiatives provide both a challenge to U.S. companies having to comply with stricter norms in other parts of the world, but also an opportunity for these companies to innovate in safer materials and products and increase their global competitiveness. 

These discussions in Europe and internationally also provide a unique opportunity to examine the U.S. experience in promoting sustainable chemicals management. There are many unique aspects of the U.S. experience in chemicals management that could provide useful insight into emerging U.S. and international discussions on sustainable chemicals management. These include: extensive experience in using and developing rapid screening tools for chemicals, such as (quantitative) structural activity relationships; voluntary initiatives to gather data and promote pollution prevention, such as the High Production Volume Challenge and the Design for Environment Program, and global leadership in the establishment and promotion of green chemistry. Further, some states have implemented successful chemicals management programs. For example, through a combination of regulatory requirements and non-regulatory technical services, the Massachusetts Toxics Use Reduction program has resulted in a more than 40% reduction in targeted toxic chemical use and 80% reduction in the releases of those chemicals, while saving industry millions of dollars.

Given this context, we believe that a multi-stakeholder dialogue focused on the elements of a sustainable, integrated chemicals policy is a necessary first step for reforming chemicals management in the US. The Lowell Center for Sustainable Production has organized “Framing a Future Chemicals Policy: A Working Stakeholder Forum” to jumpstart this dialogue. We hope to make this forum a collective first step toward a future we can live with: businesses and industries that are innovative, versatile and competitive, and a natural environment that supports the health and well being of children, adults, and ecosystems. 

The overall goal of the Forum is to engage a diverse multi-stakeholder dialogue on solutions to address current limitations in chemicals management efforts as well as opportunities for policies and tools that can be instituted at the firm, state, national and international levels to promote innovation in green chemistry and sustainable product design. We define policy broadly, to include public policy as well as the corporate policies that guide materials choices and competitive behavior. 

Consistent with the goals of the Johannesburg World Summit on Sustainable Development, the Forum is designed to encourage creative thinking on the design of a future chemicals economy that solves the problems of the past while stimulating innovation for safer chemicals and products that are of high quality and affordable. We need to focus now on the legacy we want to leave to future generations.

Presentations will be made from representatives of many stakeholder groups from varied backgrounds and perspectives, with work sessions designed to examine the different issues in more depth. This will give participants a chance to more fully understand the barriers and complications faced by the different players in the chemical system.

Work Sessions

A key part of the forum will be a set of work sessions which examine a number of aspects of chemicals policy in more depth. The Forum Organizing Committee, made up of representatives from industry, government, non-governmental organizations, and academia developed a set of seven elements that should form a critical part of any sustainable chemicals management system. These form the basis of the work session topics. These include:

1.
Promotion of innovation, green chemistry and alternative materials

2.
Defining and obtaining good quality information for decision making

3.
Improving Information Flows – in Supply Chains and Beyond

4.
Integration of US and Global chemical initiatives.

5.
Promotion and development of substitution and alternatives assessment

6.
Integrating improved chemicals management into business processes, including product design

7.
Improving our understanding of substance flows through the economy

Each work session has a short introductory paper, posing some key questions. These papers are in the conference packet. Note that these papers are not intended to be a definitive statement on the issue, they are intended to inform the discussion, start the dialogue and provide some key questions.

The Work Sessions will be convened twice. Therefore, each participant will be able to attend two work sessions. The work sessions are not expected to generate any consensus positions. Instead, they are intended to refine and develop the individual elements of a future chemicals framework and to generate a range of options, some of which may be contradictory, which can then contribute to future dialogues.

The expected outcome of the conference

We are not expecting this conference to generate simple solutions. However, we will be producing a conference report that elaborates on the elements of a more sustainable chemicals management framework and presents the options developed in the work sessions, and discussed in the plenary panel discussions. We hope that this report will be a useful resource for future discussions on this issue. Thus, this conference and its report are the start of a process not the end.

We also hope that everyone who participates will find this opportunity to have an in-depth discussion on the many issues with a diverse group of stakeholders that is both stimulating and useful for their own work. If we all understand the views of others better and recognize our differences as well our agreements at the end of the forum, then we should be closer to finding solutions for a more sustainable future.
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