Plastic not so fantastic
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That distinctive new car smell contains a toxic soup that may poison you, writes PETER McKAY. 

That new car smell could be making you ill. The CSIRO is concerned about the affect plastic odours have on our health, following a two-year-old study, the results of which have only just come to light.

The CSIRO was a pioneer in alerting the world that the air inside a new car interior contains high levels of toxic emissions, which can make drivers and passengers sick.

In a December 2001 study, the CSIRO's area manager for air quality sciences, Dr Steve Brown, reported that volatile organic compounds used in plastics, sound-deadening, carpets and glue in new vehicles could potentially lead to problems such as drowsiness, headaches, nausea, irritation of the nose, throat and eyes of occupants.

Dr Brown says the odours were most volatile when the car was less than six months old and on hot days when the windows were closed. In Danish research, where subjects were exposed to similar levels of VOCs, there have been symptoms of short-term memory loss. The CSIRO's research also identified VOCs with the potential to cause cancer and birth defects.

At the time of the 2001 study, car manufacturers said the readings might have been abnormally high because the measurements were taken while the cars were stationary. They suggested the hazards would have been lower when the vehicles were moving.

Dr Brown says two locally made cars and one imported vehicle were tested in the CSIRO's initial study, with the Australian cars recording higher toxic emission levels. He thinks this was because local cars reach the market much quicker and so the emissions are stronger than with an imported brand, which may take three or four months to get to showrooms. However, he refuses to reveal which models rated poorly in the test because it was "CSIRO policy" not to name names. "We could be seen as giving endorsement [or its opposite] to named products. Also, since we've not exhaustively tested all products, tacit endorsement/negative findings can be considered biased in the marketplace."

Nevertheless, Dr Brown doubts whether the cabin air quality on local new cars has improved since the original study. "We have tried to set up some scientific work on air quality of car interiors with the car makers here but they have not responded," he says.

In 2003, the CSIRO conducted another study, which has only just come to light. It measured the exposure of Melbourne dockworkers who move new vehicles on and off vessels for shifts up to eight hours.

Some vehicles were made locally (a few days old) and others imported from Japan (a few weeks old) and Europe (more than a few weeks old). Dr Brown found high levels of air contaminants in the vehicles arriving from overseas - higher even than in the local cars, which were newer.

"The European and Japanese cars either have much higher levels of the VOCs at manufacture, or else they were so well sealed during the journey that there was no chance for the contaminated air to vent," he says.

Stevedores first entering cars that had been closed for some time were subjected to high levels of VOCs.

But experiments showed that air quality of new cars was helped significantly if the wharfies kept the windows open while moving the vehicles. Then, in most cases, the air quality was measured at an acceptable total VOC level of 3000 micrograms/cubic metre.

To escape the health threats of the new car smell, Dr Brown recommends that buyers of new vehicles lower the windows a few centimetres, which has a positive effect on the air quality.

He says the CSIRO would like to study the interior air contamination in moving cars. He feels this would determine more clearly the hazards to car occupants from cabin air and how much reduction is needed in the pollutants emitted from cabin materials. For this, he wants the co-operation of the car makers.

However, car makers reject suggestions their car cabins are toxic zones. "Car companies and their suppliers have been working hard to reduce or, where possible, to eliminate VOCs from car plastics for more than a decade," says Edward Rowe, a spokesman for Ateco, the company which imports Alfa Romeo, Kia and Citroen in Australia.

"There have been tremendous changes to plastics in cars over the last two decades, as car makers have reduced the numbers of plastics in cars and worked to make them recyclable and/or recycled, and all plastics used in cars are tested rigorously for VOC emissions," he says.

Rowe suggests it is not a normal, or even realistic, form of car use for people to sit in a car on a hot day with the windows shut and the engine off. He says new cars being driven from ships may have been sealed for weeks before being unloaded and this doesn't represent normal use. "The vast majority of cars change the entire interior air every 60 to 90 seconds, therefore reducing this problem to a very low level," Rowe says.

Holden spokesman Jason Laird says there is no body of evidence suggesting health issues are caused by new cars. "All manufacturers have the same responsibility to provide a safe environment. Holden carries out extensive testing with its interior materials to avoid any health risk to occupants," Laird says.

"As with all sensory observations, the odour described as 'new car smell' is entirely subjective and may be more noticeable to some people than others. The subject of car odour is not commonly raised with Holden."

Ford's Sinead McAlary says: "All our vehicles are designed to meet corporate and industry standards in relation to new-car smell and emissions from materials used."

Mitsubishi Australia's Kevin Taylor says it is the first he has heard of the issue being raised and Toyota Australia's Adrian Weimers elected not to comment without studying all of the scientific data available here and in Japan.

According to Dr David Ozonoff, chairman of the Department of Environmental Health at Boston University, the new car smell is caused by chemical phthalates released by the plastic. Among the chemicals are benzene (a known human carcinogen), acetone (a mucosal irritant), cyclohexanone (a possible human carcinogen), ethylbenzene and MIBK (systemic toxic agents) and xylene isomers (dangerous to unborn babies).

These recent findings have added to the clamour for an end to the use of polyvinyl chloride and other toxic materials in car interiors.

However, car makers are not showing any great haste to use non-toxic, recyclable plastics. Earlier this year, when the United States Ecology Center rated the six top-selling car manufacturers in the US on their commitment to using environmentally friendly and sustainable plastics, no brand emerged with a brilliant report card.

Toyota earned a modest C, while General Motors, Ford, DaimlerChrysler, Honda and Nissan all scored Ds or D-pluses. The report found that all six still relied heavily on petrochemical-based plastics, many of which release toxic chemicals.

Ozone Odor Control

See how ozone destroys odors:
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