Phosphates
Phosphate Defined

Phosphorous is an element which occurs naturally in the environment as phosphorous rock. It is essential to life and is required by all living cells in order for them to function. One of the most widely used properties of phosphates is their ability to promote growth of all plant life, hence their widespread use in fertilisers.

Laundry detergents account for half the amount each household spends annually on cleaning products. These are a major source of water pollution and present an easy opportunity to reduce our impact on the environment. The laundry room is also a place to reduce water and energy use. Simple drain maintenance and clog prevention avoid the need to use hazardous products.
Need in Laundry Products
Phosphates have been an important ingredient in fabric and dishwasher detergents for a number of reasons:-

· they tie up minerals, like lime, in the wash water which interfere with cleaning, ie., soften the water. 

· they help break down dirt on fabrics and keep that dirt from settling back on the clothes. 

· they help provide alkalinity for effective cleaning 

· they help in the production of crisp free flowing powders which aids the product in dispersing throughout the wash. 

In powders/liquids that utilise phosphates to carry out these functions, the phosphate content can be up to 25% of that detergent. Alternatives to phosphates in fabric detergents are now being developed

Laundry products
Many laundry products contain phosphates which contribute to excessive algae growth in lakes and rivers. As the algae dies, the water becomes depleted of oxygen and life cannot be sustained. (Refer to the Water chapter for more information on phosphates).

Soap and non-phosphate detergents contain less than 1% phosphate and are just as effective for cleaning as regular detergents. (Refer to Cottage Country: Environmental Manual for Cottagers, published by Environment Ontario, for a list of these detergents.) Ivory snow is rated as the best of 25 detergents for stain removal and brightened clothes. (Canadian Consumer, April 1986.) Soap is made from animal fats, vegetable oils and a caustic component such as lye.

When switching from detergent to soap, wash your clothes in cold water with 75 ml (1/3 cup) of washing soda to remove the detergent film, otherwise your clothes may go yellow or dingy in the switch.

Quantity

When excess plant nutrients, especially phorporous, enter our rivers and lakes they increase the amount of nutrients available for plant growth. A process known as Eutrophication. This causes excessive growth of plants such as algae, causing what is known as algal bloom and appearing to turn the lake green.

Algal blooms on the surface of the lake shading the plants growing underneath. These plants then die and are decomposed. This decomposition is carried out by micro organisms who require oxygen in order to live. In decomposing the plants in the lake the micro organisms require more oxygen than is naturally available and the oxygen levels in the lake will be used up. This results in a very unhealthy lake incapable of supporting plant and animal life. The lake dies.

Pollution of Rivers and Lakes

The major cause of excess phosphates is from agricultural run- off. Fertilisers are washed off the land, down the streams and rivers into our lakes. The second major source of phosphates is from industrial waste. Washing your clothes and other fabrics can add up to 15% of total phosphates.
Your household can help to reduce the amount of phosphates entering our rivers and lakes by reducing the amounts of phosphates used in your washing.
Detergent manufacturers have taken steps in recent years to look for alternatives to phosphates. One such alternative is a material known as Zeolite and it is this material which is used in the new 'compact' detergent powders and liquids. By choosing products containing zeolite you can reduce phosphate pollution of water.

Make the change – to LaundryPure wash water. 
Less phosphate and Zeolites will provide healthier water and a healthier environment.
