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Arsenic in lumber from Home Depot in
Boston, MA

Go to any Home Depot or Lowe’s and you will find aisle
after aisle stacked floor to ceiling with insect resistant lum-
ber soaked in arsenic. This wood is sold to homeowners
and contractors who use it to build patios, decks, furni-
ture, swing sets, picnic tables, and other outdoor struc-
tures. Scores of studies now show that arsenic from the
wood rubs off onto hands and clothes, and that children
can get especially high doses of arsenic because of the
simple fact that they play on the wood and then put their
hands in their mouths much more often than an average
adult. Some toddlers mouth the wood, and other children
get arsenic laced wood splinters embedded in their hands.
As an acute poison and powerful carcinogen, arsenic is
banned for all other pesticide uses, but wood treatment
has a special exemption under federal law.

A nationwide investigation of stores in 13 U.S. cities by a
coalition of U.S. public interest groups' found that Home
Depot and Lowe’s sell millions of board feet of “pressure
treated” (arsenic treated) wood that exposes children to
harmful levels of arsenic. In spite of their much bally-
hooed consumer education program, Home Depot and
Lowe’s fail to warn parents about the dangers of arsenic in
the wood they sell.

Figure 1: An area the size of a four-year-old’s handprint
has enough arsenic to contaminate 250 glasses of water.
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Table 1: Testing results from Home Depot in Boston.
‘ The Home Depot ‘ Range in 13 Cities

Arsenic that rubbed off of wood from an

Wood tested area the size of a 4-year old’s handprint* (ug)

2x4 Dgcks and playsets — posts, 585 (36-1020)
rail caps, benches

4x4 Support posts for decks and 89 ‘ (33-680)
playsets

2x6 Picnic tables tops, some 110 ‘ (24-785)
playsets and deck rail caps

Decking Most common wood for ‘

deck surfaces (5/4" x 6") 8 (18-540)

*Size of a single handprint of a 4-year-old is about 100 cn?’, calculated as one-
quarter of the surface area of the bands, based on EPA body surface area data
N/A - wood or test result not available

Clean Water Action in Boston tested four standard types of
wood at Home Depot, and found high amounts of arsenic
on the surface of the wood. The maximum amount that
rubbed off was 585 micrograms from an area the size of
the palm of a four year old. This is equivalent to the
arsenic in more than 250 child-sized glasses of water (six
ounces each) polluted up to the maximum arsenic con-
tamination level allowed under Environmental Protection
Agency’s (EPA) new proposed drinking water standard (10
micrograms of arsenic per liter of water).

How dangerous is arsenic?

Arsenic is on EPA’s very short list of chemicals known with-
out question to cause cancer in humans. The National
Academy of Sciences (NAS) and its National Research Coun-
cil, which have now produced seven reports addressing
arsenic, have concluded multiple times that arsenic causes
lung, bladder, and skin cancer in humans, and may also
cause other cancers including kidney, prostate, and nasal
passage cancer. NAS and EPA’s Science Advisory Board
(SAB) also have concluded that arsenic may cause high
blood pressure, cardiovascular disease, and diabetes.

* At EPA’s new proposed standard for arsenic in drinking water (10 ug/
L), there are 2 ug of arsenic in a 6 ounce glass of water

T Clean Water Action/Clean Water Fund, Clean Water Fund of North

Carolina, Environmental Working Group, Generation Green, Healthy
Building Network, Washington Toxics Coalition, and Women’s Voices
for the Earth

Environmental Working Group
bttp.//www.ewg.org

1718 Connecticut Ave, NW, Suite 600
Washington, DC 20009
(202)667-6982

Healthy Building Network
bttp://www.bealthybuilding net
2425 18th Street, NW
Washington, DC 20009
(202)232-4108
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Table 2: Testing results from The Home Depot and Lowe’s Home Improvement Warehouse

in 13 cities across the United States.

Wood Tested \ 2x4 \ 4x4 \ 2x6 | Decking | All Woods
Arsenic that rubbed off of wood from an area the size of a 4-year old’s handprint* (ug)
Asheville, NC Home Depot 655 224 570 339 447 (224 - 655)
Lowe's 1020 680 520 540 690 (520 - 1020)
Boston, MA | Home Depot| 585 | 89 | 110 | 18 | 201 (18 - 585)
Chicago, IL | Home Depot | 50 | 215 | 282 | 72 | 155 (50 - 282)
Denver, CO | Home Depot| 103 | NA | NA | NA | 103(103-103)
Detroit, MI | Home Depot| 251 | 241 | 785 | 100 | 344 (100 - 785)
Home Depot 123 239 116 131 152 (116 - 239)
Houston, TX ‘ Lowe's 61 ‘ 182 ‘ 52 ‘ 70 ‘ 91 (52 - 182)
Minneapolis, MN | Home Depot| 154 | 54 \ 94 | 175 | 119(54-175)
Missoula, MT | Home Depot| ~ N/A | 361 | 200 | 2065 | 256(200-361)
Omaha, NE | Home Depot | 60 | 48 | 79 | 97 | 7148-97)

. . Home Depot 36 33 76 27 43 (27 - 76)
Philadelphia, PA Lowe's 78 218 24 390 178 (24 - 390)
San Francisco, CA | Home Depot| 243 | 575 | 685 | NA | 501 (243 -685)

Home Depot 307 620 256 65 312 (65 - 620)
Seattle, WA

cattie, Lowe's 131 380 252 N/A 254 (131 - 380)
. Home Depot 60 242 104 348 189 (60 - 348)

Washington, DC
ashingron, Lowe's 118 145 209 67 135 (67 - 209)

National Average 237 267 260 176 247
National Range 36-1020 | 33-680 24 - 785 18 - 540 18-1020

*Size of a single handprint of a 4-year-old is about 100 cm?, calculated as one-quarter of the surface area of the hands,

based on EPA body surface area data
N/A — wood or test result not available

Arsenic treated lumber could significantly compound risks
from arsenic contaminated drinking water. In its latest
examination of arsenic toxicity, the National Academy of
Sciences’ (NASs”) National Research Council found that long-
term arsenic exposures at EPA’s proposed 10 micrograms
a day translate into a 1 in 300 risk of lung or bladder can-
cer (NRC 2001). On average, our samplers easily wiped 25
times this amount (247 micrograms of arsenic) off the sur-
face of arsenic treated lumber from Home Depot or Lowe’s,

Figure 2: Average arsenic levels found on arsenic treated
lumber in 13 U.S. cities.
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Sampler swipes arsenic treated wood as part of the
national retail testing program.

in an area the size of a four-year-old’s hand. For children
who regularly play on swing sets and decks made from
arsenic treated wood, an equivalent of about one child in
every grade school would develop lung or bladder cancer
later in life.

Store Locations
Boston testers purchased lumber at:
The Home Depot South Bay Center

5 Allstate Rd
Boston, MA 02125

Environmental Working Group

Healthy Building Network



