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Executive Summary

The Poisonwood Rivals

*  Clean Water Action/Clean Water Fund, Clean Water Fund of North Carolina, Environmen-
tal Working Group, Generation Green, Healthy Building Network, Washington Toxics
Coalition, and Women’s Voices for the Earth

**EPA proposed drinking water allows up to 10 micrograms of arsenic per liter of water.  In
the U.S. the average adult consumes one liter of water per day (EPA 2000), which equates to
an allowable daily intake of 10 micrograms of arsenic for an average adult.

Arsenic sticks to
children’s hands when
they play on treated
wood, and is absorbed
through the skin and
ingested when they
put their hands in
their mouths.

Nationwide sampling by a coalition of public interest groups* found
dangerous levels of arsenic on the surface of “pressure treated” wood
purchased at The Home Depot and Lowe’s Home Improvement Ware-
house.  These twin giants of the home improvement industry aggressively
promote their concern for the environment, but they stack their shelves
with highly hazardous lumber infused with the arsenic-containing pesticide
CCA.

Arsenic treated lumber is used to build more than 90 percent of all
outdoor wooden structures in the United States.  The standard formulation
of CCA used in wood is 22 percent arsenic.  In our national testing program
unsafe amounts of arsenic were easily wiped off the surface of all treated
wood purchased from Home Depot and Lowe’s stores in 13 metro areas.

Measured amounts ranged from 18 to 1,020 micrograms (µg) on a 100
square centimeter (cm2) surface, about the size of a single handprint of an
average four-year-old child.  This is considerably more arsenic than the
Environmental Protection Agency’s (EPA’s) proposed 10 µg per day allow-
able exposure level for arsenic in drinking water.**  Based on these data
and the results of numerous government and academic studies, we estimate
that one out of every 500 children who regularly play on swing sets and
decks made from arsenic treated wood, or one child in an average size
elementary school, will develop lung or bladder cancer later in life as a
result of these exposures (EWG 2001).

Arsenic sticks to children’s hands when they play on treated wood, and
is absorbed through the skin and ingested when they put their hands in
their mouths.  Our test was designed to mimic a small child’s hand coming
into routine contact with the wood surface, and involves swiping the wood
with a slightly moistened polyester wipe, then testing the wipe for arsenic.

Arsenic treated lumber can significantly compound risks from arsenic
contaminated drinking water.  In its latest examination of arsenic toxicity,

We estimate that one
out of every 500
children who
regularly play on
swing sets and decks
made from arsenic
treated wood, or one
child in an average
size elementary
school, will develop
lung or bladder
cancer later in life as
a result of these
exposures.
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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 cancer (NRC 2001).  On
average, our samplers easily wiped 25 times this amount (247 micrograms of
arsenic) off the surface of arsenic treated lumber from Home Depot or
Lowe’s, in an area the size of a four-year-old’s hand. (Figure 1, Table 1, and
Table 2).

Arsenic is a known human carcinogen that has come under increasing
regulatory scrutiny in the past year.  In January 2001, the Bush Administra-
tion delayed more protective regulations for arsenic in drinking water
pending another in a long series of reviews of arsenic toxicity by the Na-
tional Research Council (NRC).  In its new 2001 review, the NRC found that
the most recent studies show arsenic to be even more toxic than previously
thought (NRC 2001).  The Consumer Product Safety Commission is conduct-
ing a formal review of the safety of arsenic treated wood for children’s play
structures, and the EPA is in the midst of an expedited review of the cancer
risks that arsenic treated wood presents to children.

In an effort to fend off a ban on CCA, Home Depot and Lowes worked
closely with the treated wood manufacturers to win EPA approval of a new,
voluntary consumer information program.  Citizens in this testing program
purchased arsenic treated wood at 13 Home Depot’s and 5 Lowes retail
outlets in 13 states and not a single individual was offered any safey infor-
mation.  Even if they had been, the information from these retailers says
nothing about the risk to the public and particularly children who routinely

Figure 1.  Average arsenic levels found on
arsenic treated lumber in 13 metro areas
across the United States.

All other uses of
arsenic as a pesticide
are banned by the
EPA.  But under a
special federal
exemption, millions of
pounds of CCA a year
are injected into wood
that is then sold to
families all across the
country.

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

Source:  Environmental Working Group.    Compiled from EWG
and HBN test data results.

contact structures made with arsenic
treated wood.  Retailers claim that
their consumer information sheets
will be more prominently displayed
beginning this fall.

How dangerous is arsenic?
Arsenic is on EPA’s very short list of
chemicals known without question
to cause cancer in humans.  The
National Academy of Sciences
(NAS) and its National Research
Council, 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.

Arsenic allowed in
a six ounce glass

of water*

2x4 2x6 4x4 Decking
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� Lowe’s Home Improvement Warehouse
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All other uses of arsenic as a pesticide are banned by the EPA.  But
under a special federal exemption, millions of pounds of CCA a year are
injected into wood that is then sold to families all across the country.  CCA
is not only poisonous to pests, but also to children.  This study confirms the
findings of virtually all research conducted in the past 15 years, which
shows that significant amounts of arsenic are found on the surface of pres-
sure treated wood and that this arsenic is readily rubbed onto clothes and
skin.  As our own report Poisoned Playground shows (EWG and HBN
2001), unsafe levels of arsenic remain on the surface of arsenic treated
wood after more than 15 years of outdoor exposure and use.

Hypocrisy of Home Depot and Lowe’s

This year the wood treatment industry acknowledged the failure of its
voluntary consumer information program, and blamed retailers like Home
Depot and Lowe’s for failing to properly inform customers about the risks of
arsenic treated wood.  In response to growing concerns about the hazards
of arsenic treated wood, the wood treatment industry announced changes to
the program.  These changes fail to address the the two fundamental flaws
in the program.

* Size of a single handprint of a 4-yr old is about 100 cm2, calculated as one-quarter of the
surface area of the hands, based on EPA body surface area data (EPA 1997)

Source:  Environmental Working Group.  Compiled from EWG test data results.

Table 1.  Testing results from The Home Depot and Lowe’s Home
Improvement Warehouse in 13 metro areas across the United States.
  

The Home 
Depot, 13 

stores

Lowe's Home 
Improvement 
Warehouse,   

5 stores
Range for all 

18 stores

2x4 Decks and playsets – posts, 
rail caps, benches 219 282 (36-1020)

4x4 Support posts for decks and 
playsets 245 321 (33-680)

2x6 Picnic tables tops, some 
playsets and deck rail caps 280 211 (24-785)

Decking Most common wood for 
deck surfaces (5/4" x 6") 144 267 (18-540)

 

Average arsenic that rubbed off of wood from 
an area the size of a 4-year-old’s handprint* 

(micrograms, µg) 

Wood tested
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First, the program relies on voluntary efforts of thousands of home
improvement retail stores to educate their staff nationwide on the content of
the program and to ensure that the safety information is passed out to each
and every customer who purchases the wood.  According to both the wood
industry and EPA, a similar program initiated in 1986 completely failed.
During our retail sampling program, none of 18 stores tested offered our
samplers any consumer information on arsenic treated lumber.

Second, the “safe” handling information on the consumer sheets advises
those building with and sawing the wood to wear face masks and gloves,
but provides no precautions whatsoever to protect children who often play
or even eat on the arsenic treated wood surfaces, sometimes beginning the
very minute construction is finished.

The safety information on the consumer information sheets stands in
stark contrast to the detailed safety information provided to workers in the
chemical industry and wood treatment industry who handle the arsenic
wood preservative CCA in the workplace.  Under the federal Occupational
Safety and Health Act of 1970, these workers are provided health and safety
information in a lengthy document called the Material Safety Data Sheet, or
MSDS.  Among the warnings on the MSDS for CCA are:

• 2.5 ounces of treated wood dust ingested by a small child may be life
threatening

• Avoid frequent or prolonged contact with the skin.
• This product should not come in contact with food or feed.

Instead, at many Home Depot and Lowe’s, customers can take home
“CCA FACTS,”  a full-color promotional brochure from a leading arsenic
chemical manufacturer (Osmose Wood Preserving Inc) declaring:

USE IT FOR GARDENS
USE IT FOR PLAYGROUNDS
USE IT FOR WATERING TROUGHS
CCA TREATED WOOD IS NOT HAZARDOUS

One of the Home Depot stores visited by a tester in Grand Rapids,
Michigan displayed a giant sign declaring “CCA Treated Lumber is Safe!”, yet
a recent Home Depot circular pushed plastic fencing as an “enviromentally
friendly” alternative with “no arsenic, creosote, etc. which can be harmful to
children and animals.” (see Figure 3, page 37).  These competing, mislead-
ing and inherently conflicting advertisements leave children at risk.

This year the wood
treatment industry
acknowledged the
failure of its voluntary
consumer information
program.
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Table 2.  Risks from arsenic-treated wood can significantly compound risks from contaminated
drinking water.
  

What Arsenic concentration Daily dose Dose based on…
How many cases of bladder or 
lung cancer?

4.5 micrograms - child's daily 
dose

Average U.S. water 
consumption for a 
child ages 1 to 10 - 
0.45 liters per day

10 micrograms - adult's daily 
dose

Average U.S. water 
consumption for an 
adult - one liter per 
day

Wood

Between 1020 micrograms and 18 
micrograms (average of 247) easily 
wiped from a surface of arsenic 
treated wood the size of a child's 
handprint

EPA and CPSC are currently 
calculating a child's dose of 
arsenic from contact with 
arsenic treated wood

Length of play time 
on the wood, how 
often a child puts 
their fingers in the 
mouth, among other 
things

For children who regularly play 
on the wood, we estimate that 

one child in every grade school 
will develop bladder or lung 

cancer later in life.

10 micrograms per liter of water - 
EPA's proposed drinking water 
standard (equates to 2 micrograms in 
a child-sized 6-ounce glass of water)

Water 1 in 300 people (NRC 2001)

Recommendations

• Arsenic treated lumber is unsafe, particularly for children, and
The Home Depot, Lowe’s Home Improvement Warehouse, and all
other retailers should stop selling it.  These retailers, many of whom
tout their environmental responsibility, continue to sell a product that
exposes American families to high levels of arsenic, a known carcino-
gen.

• We urge consumers to demand alternatives when they visit
their local home improvement centers.  Safe alternatives are plentiful,
from wood treated with less toxic preservatives, to cedar which
resists rotting naturally, to other materials like recycled plastics or
metal.

• EPA must ban arsenic-containing pesticides for sale as a wood
treatment pesticide, and the CPSC must ban all consumer products
made with wood preserved with arsenic-containing pesticides.

HOME TESTING

To test your deck, play
set, or other outdoor
wooden structure for
arsenic, order an
inexpensive, simple
home test kit at either:

www.ewg.org
or

www.healthybuilding.net

• Homeowners should replace their arsenic treated decks, swing sets
and picnic tables with safe alternatives.  If the structures are not replaced,
homeowners should seal the wood at least once a year.  Anyone who
contacts arsenic treated wood should wash their hands afterwards, particu-
larly before eating.  Children’s toys should not be stored under decks,
because arsenic leaches off the wood when it rains and could coat the toys.
Parents and pet owners should keep children and animals away from the
dirt beneath and immediately surrounding arsenic treated wood structures.
Arsenic treated picnic tables should be avoided, but if used should be
covered with a table cloth.
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Chapter 1

City by city results

“I wouldn’t use it, but it’s what we sell.”

Salesperson responding to inquiries about the wisdom of
using CCA-treated wood for kid’s playstructures – Summer
2001

In the summer and fall of 2001, public interest groups in 13 metropolitan
areas (Table 3) purchased arsenic treated lumber at Home Depot and
Lowe’s and then tested the surface of the wood for arsenic.

The method for testing involved rubbing a 100 cm2  surface of the wood
with a polyester wipe, similar to a baby wipe, slightly moistened with
distilled water, and then testing the wipe for arsenic.  All samplers were
sent a test kit by EWG containing a 100 cm2 cutout template, wipes, distilled
water, shipping materials, and instructions.  Most testers purchased a 2x4,
2x6, 4x4, and decking (5/4 x 6) and typically completed the sampling in the
parking lot of the store.  Wipes were then mailed to EWG, which in turn
sent them to a government-certified lab for analysis.  All boards were wiped
in two locations, so that the numbers presented in this report represent an
average for those two wipes.

There is no standardized testing protocol for assessing exposure to
arsenic from contact with arsenic treated lumber.   The method used in this
program, however, is similar to methods used by various state health agen-
cies, which have relied on wipe samples, hand  swipe samples in which
rinsate from hands is tested for arsenic, or wipe samples collected by
attaching a wipe to the bottom of a weight and then dragging the weight
back and forth across an arsenic-treated board.  The method is described in
detail in the appendix.

The results for each city are presented in Table 3 and Figure 2.  They
represent a reasonable range of arsenic levels that a consumer would
encounter by purchasing and using arsenic treated wood.

Arsenic causes cancer in humans.  In 1984, all other uses of arsenic as a
pesticide were banned, leaving CCA as the last arsenic based pesticide
allowed for any use in the United States.  The levels of arsenic found at all
test locations present serious increased cancer risks for children and anyone
who comes into routine contact with the wood.  Children are at greater risk,
however, because relative to their size they receive a much higher dose,
because they are more likely to come into direct contact with the wood,
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2x4 4x4 2x6 Decking All Woods

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 N/A N/A N/A 103 (103 - 103)

Detroit, MI Home Depot 251 241 785 100 344 (100 - 785)

Home Depot 123 239 116 131 152 (116 - 239)
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 361 200 206.5 256 (200 - 361)

Omaha, NE Home Depot 60 48 79 97 71 (48 - 97)

Home Depot 36 33 76 27 43 (27 - 76)
Lowe's 78 218 24 390 178 (24 - 390)

San Francisco, CA Home Depot 243 575 685 N/A 501 (243 - 685)

Home Depot 307 620 256 65 312 (65 - 620)
Lowe's 131 380 252 N/A 254 (131 - 380)

Home Depot 60 242 104 348 189 (60 - 348)
Lowe's 118 145 209 67 135 (67 - 209)

237 267 260 176 247
36 - 1020 33 - 680 24 - 785 18 - 540 18-1020  

Wood Tested

Arsenic that rubbed off of wood from an area the size of a 4-year old’s handprint* (µg) 

Washington, DC

National Range
National Average

Asheville, NC

Houston, TX

Philadelphia, PA

Seattle, WA

*Size of a single handprint of a 4-year-old is about 100 cm2, calculated as one-quarter of the surface
area of the hands, based on body surface area data (EPA 1997).
N/A – wood or test result not available.

Table 3.  Testing results from The Home Depot and Lowe’s Home Improvement
Warehouse in 13 metro areas across the United States.

and because they are far more likely to ingest the arsenic that is present on
their hands when they play on arsenic treated surfaces.

Arsenic treated wood is unsafe by any measure

The area we sampled on a board surface – 100 cm2 – is roughly equal to
the size of a single handprint of an average four-year-old – 106 cm2.  The
lowest level detected in our survey, 18 µg /100 cm2 on a piece of decking
from a Boston Home Depot, had nine times the arsenic on this small hand-
print that one would find in a 6 ounce glass of water contaminated at the
maximum level allowed by the World Health Organization.  The board with
the highest levels, a 2x4 from a Lowe’s in Asheville, North Carolina had
more than 500 times the arsenic in a glass of water deemed safe by WHO
(Figure 2).  On average, one handprint of exposure from the four board
sizes tested exceeded the amount in a 6-ounce glass of contaminated water
by 85 to 130 fold (Figure 2).
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EPA’s working assumption is that a child’s
hand and a wipe would rub off the same amount
of arsenic from a given area of an arsenic treated
board (EPA 2001).  Data from the wood industry
show that adult hands can in some cases pick up
more arsenic than a wipe (SCS 2001).  The single
study that has focused on loadings to children’s
hands measured arsenic in rinse solution from
the hands of a 20-month-old child (MEDOH
1998).  After a play period of less than 10 min-
utes, the child had rubbed 55 µg of arsenic from
the wood with one hand, and 22 µg with the
other.  After a second play period, also less than
10 minutes, the child had rubbed 49 µg of
arsenic from the wood with the single hand
tested. In general, children’s hands are often
sweaty and sticky, which would increase the
amount of arsenic that would stick to the skin.

The levels of arsenic on this toddler’s hands
are consistent with the results of our wipe
samples, although the wipe samples may tend to
underestimate children’s potential exposures
because of the small sampling area, a handprint
sized area of the wood.  Obviously, most chil-

Figure 2.  Average arsenic levels found on
arsenic treated lumber in 13 metro areas across
the United States

dren playing on arsenic treated wood would touch a larger area than this,
and particularly in the summer could be rubbing or touching the wood with
both hands and the bare skin of their arms and legs, day after day.

On October 31, 2001, EPA proposed to lower the allowable limit of ar-
senic in drinking water to 10 µg per liter of water.  One in every 300 people
exposed to this level day after day would be expected to develop lung or
bladder cancer (NRC 2001).  For an average child, who drinks 0.45 liters of
water daily (EPA 2000), EPA’s new safety standard translates into a daily dose
of 4.5 µg of arsenic.  In contrast, arsenic treated wood from Home Depot
and Lowe’s had average surface contamination levels of 174 to 263 µg of
arsenic in an area the size of a single handprint of a four-year-old.  It is easy
to see how a child playing on structures made of wood could easily ingest
more than EPA’s proposed safe daily dose (Table 2, page 5).  Exposures at
these levels mean that about one child at every grade school would be
expected to develop cancer later in life because of routinely touching arsenic
treated wood on playgrounds and at home.

These test results strongly support a ban on arsenic treated lumber.  It is
virtually impossible for anyone to purchase CCA treated lumber and not
expose themselves and their family to unsafe levels of arsenic over the life of
the wood.  While the arsenic levels measured in this survey may decline after
several months, the steady state levels of arsenic on aged wood ensure that
people coming in contact with the wood cam receive high doses of arsenic
over the entire life of the product.

On average, one
handprint of exposure
from the four board
sizes tested exceeded
the amount in a 6-
ounce glass of
contaminated water
by 85 to 130 fold.
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*  At EPA’s new proposed standard for arsenic in drinking water
(10 µg/L) there are 2 µg of arsenic in a 6 ounce glass of water.

Source:  Environmental Working Group.    Compiled from EWG
and HBN test data results.
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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.

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.

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

† 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

Arsenic in Lumber – Omaha, NEArsenic in Lumber – Omaha, NEArsenic in Lumber – Omaha, NEArsenic in Lumber – Omaha, NEArsenic in Lumber – Omaha, NEArsenic in Lumber – Omaha, NEArsenic in Lumber – Omaha, NEArsenic in Lumber – Omaha, NEArsenic in Lumber – Omaha, NEArsenic in Lumber – Omaha, NE

Arsenic in lumber from Home Depot in
Omaha, NE

Arsenic allowed in
a six ounce glass

of water*
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The Home Depot Range in 13 Cities

2x4 Decks and playsets – posts, 
rail caps, benches 60 (36-1020)

4x4 Support posts for decks and 
playsets 48 (33-680)

2x6 Picnic tables tops, some 
playsets and deck rail caps 79 (24-785)

Decking Most common wood for 
deck surfaces (5/4" x 6") 97 (18-540)

Arsenic that rubbed off of wood from an
area the size of a 4-year old’s handprint* (µg) Wood tested

� The Home Depot

Table 1: Testing results from Home Depot in Omaha.

Figure 1: An area the size of a four-year-old’s handprint
has enough arsenic to contaminate 40 glasses of water.
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Generation Green in Omaha 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 97 micrograms from an area the size of the
palm of a four year old.  This is equivalent to the arsenic in
more than 40 child-sized glasses of water (six ounces each)
polluted up to the maximum arsenic contamination level
allowed under Environmental Protection Agency’s (EPA)
new proposed drinking water standard (10 micrograms of
arsenic per liter of water).

*Size of a single handprint of a 4-year-old is about 100 cm2, 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



2x4 4x4 2x6 Decking All Woods

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 N/A N/A N/A 103 (103 - 103)

Detroit, MI Home Depot 251 241 785 100 344 (100 - 785)

Home Depot 123 239 116 131 152 (116 - 239)
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 361 200 206.5 256 (200 - 361)

Omaha, NE Home Depot 60 48 79 97 71 (48 - 97)

Home Depot 36 33 76 27 43 (27 - 76)
Lowe's 78 218 24 390 178 (24 - 390)

San Francisco, CA Home Depot 243 575 685 N/A 501 (243 - 685)

Home Depot 307 620 256 65 312 (65 - 620)
Lowe's 131 380 252 N/A 254 (131 - 380)

Home Depot 60 242 104 348 189 (60 - 348)
Lowe's 118 145 209 67 135 (67 - 209)

237 267 260 176 247
36 - 1020 33 - 680 24 - 785 18 - 540 18-1020

Wood Tested

Arsenic that rubbed off of wood from an area the size of a 4-year old’s handprint* (µg) 

Washington, DC

National Range
National Average

Asheville, NC

Houston, TX

Philadelphia, PA

Seattle, WA

Table 2: Testing results from The Home Depot and Lowe’s Home Improvement Warehouse
in 13 cities across the United States.

*Size of a single handprint of a 4-year-old is about 100 cm2, 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

Sampler swipes arsenic treated wood as part of the
national retail testing program.

26 POISONWOOD RIVALS

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,

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

Omaha testers purchased lumber at:

The Home Depot
3950 N 144th
Omaha, NE  68116

Arsenic in Lumber – Omaha, NE Page 2 of 2
Retail Testing Program Results November 2001

Figure 2: Average arsenic levels found on arsenic treated
lumber in 13 U.S. cities.
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Arsenic-treated lumber testing results from
The Home Depot and Lowe’s Home Improvement

Warehouse Retail Testing Program
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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.

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.

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

† 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

Arsenic in Lumber – Philadelphia, PAArsenic in Lumber – Philadelphia, PAArsenic in Lumber – Philadelphia, PAArsenic in Lumber – Philadelphia, PAArsenic in Lumber – Philadelphia, PAArsenic in Lumber – Philadelphia, PAArsenic in Lumber – Philadelphia, PAArsenic in Lumber – Philadelphia, PAArsenic in Lumber – Philadelphia, PAArsenic in Lumber – Philadelphia, PA

Arsenic in lumber from Home Depot and
Lowe’s in Philadelphia, PA
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old’s handprint

A
rs

en
ic

 (
m

ic
ro

gr
am

s,
 µ

g)

400

300

200

100

0

2

The Home 
Depot

Lowe's Home 
Improvement 
Warehouse

Range in 13 
Cities

2x4 Decks and playsets – posts, 
rail caps, benches 36 78 (36-1020)

4x4 Support posts for decks and 
playsets 33 218 (33-680)

2x6 Picnic tables tops, some 
playsets and deck rail caps 76 24 (24-785)

Decking Most common wood for 
deck surfaces (5/4" x 6") 27 390 (18-540)

Wood tested Arsenic that rubbed off of wood from an
area the size of a 4-year old’s handprint* (µg) 

� The Home Depot
� Lowe’s Home Improvement Warehouse

Table 1: Testing results from Home Depot and Lowe’s
Home Improvement Warehouse in Philadelphia.

Figure 1: An area the size of a four-year-old’s handprint
has enough arsenic to contaminate 190 glasses of water.

Clean Water Action in Philadelphia tested four standard
types of wood at Home Depot and Lowe’s, and found
high amounts of arsenic on the surface of the wood.  The
maximum amount that rubbed off was 390 micrograms
from an area the size of the palm of a four year old.  This
is equivalent to the arsenic in more than 190 child-sized
glasses of water (six ounces each) polluted up to the maxi-
mum arsenic contamination level allowed under Environ-
mental Protection Agency’s (EPA) new proposed drinking
water standard (10 micrograms of arsenic per liter of wa-
ter).

*Size of a single handprint of a 4-year-old is about 100 cm2, 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



2x4 4x4 2x6 Decking All Woods

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 N/A N/A N/A 103 (103 - 103)

Detroit, MI Home Depot 251 241 785 100 344 (100 - 785)

Home Depot 123 239 116 131 152 (116 - 239)
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 361 200 206.5 256 (200 - 361)

Omaha, NE Home Depot 60 48 79 97 71 (48 - 97)

Home Depot 36 33 76 27 43 (27 - 76)
Lowe's 78 218 24 390 178 (24 - 390)

San Francisco, CA Home Depot 243 575 685 N/A 501 (243 - 685)

Home Depot 307 620 256 65 312 (65 - 620)
Lowe's 131 380 252 N/A 254 (131 - 380)

Home Depot 60 242 104 348 189 (60 - 348)
Lowe's 118 145 209 67 135 (67 - 209)

237 267 260 176 247
36 - 1020 33 - 680 24 - 785 18 - 540 18-1020

Wood Tested

Arsenic that rubbed off of wood from an area the size of a 4-year old’s handprint* (µg) 

Washington, DC

National Range
National Average

Asheville, NC

Houston, TX

Philadelphia, PA

Seattle, WA

Table 2: Testing results from The Home Depot and Lowe’s Home Improvement Warehouse
in 13 cities across the United States.

*Size of a single handprint of a 4-year-old is about 100 cm2, 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

Sampler swipes arsenic treated wood as part of the
national retail testing program.

28 POISONWOOD RIVALS

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,

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

Philadelphia testers purchased lumber at these stores:

The Home Depot
2385 Cheltenham Ave
Philadelphia, PA  19150

Lowe’s Home Improvement Warehouse
1755 Quentin Rd
Lebanon PA  17042

Arsenic in Lumber – Philadelphia, PA Page 2 of 2
Retail Testing Program Results November 2001

Figure 2: Average arsenic levels found on arsenic treated
lumber in 13 U.S. cities.
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Arsenic-treated lumber testing results from
The Home Depot and Lowe’s Home Improvement

Warehouse Retail Testing Program
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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.

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.

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

† 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
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Arsenic in lumber from Home Depot in San
Francisco, CA
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The Home Depot Range in 13 Cities

2x4 Decks and playsets – posts, 
rail caps, benches 243 (36-1020)

4x4 Support posts for decks and 
playsets 575 (33-680)

2x6 Picnic tables tops, some 
playsets and deck rail caps 685 (24-785)

Decking Most common wood for 
deck surfaces (5/4" x 6") N/A (18-540)

Arsenic that rubbed off of wood from an
area the size of a 4-year old’s handprint* (µg) Wood tested

� The Home Depot

685

Table 1: Testing results from Home Depot in San
Francisco.

Figure 1: An area the size of a four-year-old’s handprint
has enough arsenic to contaminate 300 glasses of water.

N/A

Environmenal Working Group in San Francisco tested four
standard types of wood at Home Depot and Lowe’s, and
found high amounts of arsenic on the surface of the wood.
The maximum amount that rubbed off was 685 micrograms
from an area the size of the palm of a four year old.  This
is equivalent to the arsenic in more than 300 child-sized
glasses of water (six ounces each) polluted up to the maxi-
mum arsenic contamination level allowed under Environ-
mental Protection Agency’s (EPA) new proposed drinking
water standard (10 micrograms of arsenic per liter of wa-
ter).

*Size of a single handprint of a 4-year-old is about 100 cm2, 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



2x4 4x4 2x6 Decking All Woods

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 N/A N/A N/A 103 (103 - 103)

Detroit, MI Home Depot 251 241 785 100 344 (100 - 785)

Home Depot 123 239 116 131 152 (116 - 239)
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 361 200 206.5 256 (200 - 361)

Omaha, NE Home Depot 60 48 79 97 71 (48 - 97)

Home Depot 36 33 76 27 43 (27 - 76)
Lowe's 78 218 24 390 178 (24 - 390)

San Francisco, CA Home Depot 243 575 685 N/A 501 (243 - 685)

Home Depot 307 620 256 65 312 (65 - 620)
Lowe's 131 380 252 N/A 254 (131 - 380)

Home Depot 60 242 104 348 189 (60 - 348)
Lowe's 118 145 209 67 135 (67 - 209)

237 267 260 176 247
36 - 1020 33 - 680 24 - 785 18 - 540 18-1020

Wood Tested

Arsenic that rubbed off of wood from an area the size of a 4-year old’s handprint* (µg) 

Washington, DC

National Range
National Average

Asheville, NC

Houston, TX

Philadelphia, PA

Seattle, WA

Table 2: Testing results from The Home Depot and Lowe’s Home Improvement Warehouse
in 13 cities across the United States.

*Size of a single handprint of a 4-year-old is about 100 cm2, 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

Sampler swipes arsenic treated wood as part of the
national retail testing program.

30 POISONWOOD RIVALS

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,

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

San Francisco testers purchased lumber at:

The Home Depot
3838 Hollis St.
Emeryville CA

Arsenic in Lumber – San Francisco, CA Page 2 of 2
Retail Testing Program Results November 2001

Figure 2: Average arsenic levels found on arsenic treated
lumber in 13 U.S. cities.
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Arsenic-treated lumber testing results from
The Home Depot and Lowe’s Home Improvement

Warehouse Retail Testing Program
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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.

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.

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

† 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

Arsenic in Lumber – Seattle, WAArsenic in Lumber – Seattle, WAArsenic in Lumber – Seattle, WAArsenic in Lumber – Seattle, WAArsenic in Lumber – Seattle, WAArsenic in Lumber – Seattle, WAArsenic in Lumber – Seattle, WAArsenic in Lumber – Seattle, WAArsenic in Lumber – Seattle, WAArsenic in Lumber – Seattle, WA

Arsenic in lumber from Home Depot and
Lowe’s in Seattle

Figure 1: An area the size of a four-year-old’s handprint
has enough arsenic to contaminate 300 glasses of water.

Arsenic allowed in
a six ounce glass
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The Home 
Depot

Lowe's Home 
Improvement 
Warehouse

Range in 13 
Cities

2x4 Decks and playsets – posts, 
rail caps, benches 307 131 (36-1020)

4x4 Support posts for decks and 
playsets 620 380 (33-680)

2x6 Picnic tables tops, some 
playsets and deck rail caps 256 252 (24-785)

Decking Most common wood for 
deck surfaces (5/4" x 6") 65 N/A (18-540)

Wood tested Arsenic that rubbed off of wood from an
area the size of a 4-year old’s handprint* (µg) 

Table 1: Testing results from Home Depot and Lowe’s
Home Improvement Warehouse in Seattle, WA.

Healthy Building Network in Seattle tested four standard
types of wood at Home Depot and Lowe’s, and found
high amounts of arsenic on the surface of the wood.  The
maximum amount that rubbed off was 620 micrograms
from an area the size of the palm of a four year old.  This
is equivalent to the arsenic in more than 300 child-sized
glasses of water (six ounces each) polluted up to the maxi-
mum arsenic contamination level allowed under Environ-
mental Protection Agency’s (EPA) new proposed drinking
water standard (10 micrograms of arsenic per liter of wa-
ter).

*Size of a single handprint of a 4-year-old is about 100 cm2, 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



2x4 4x4 2x6 Decking All Woods

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 N/A N/A N/A 103 (103 - 103)

Detroit, MI Home Depot 251 241 785 100 344 (100 - 785)

Home Depot 123 239 116 131 152 (116 - 239)
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 361 200 206.5 256 (200 - 361)

Omaha, NE Home Depot 60 48 79 97 71 (48 - 97)

Home Depot 36 33 76 27 43 (27 - 76)
Lowe's 78 218 24 390 178 (24 - 390)

San Francisco, CA Home Depot 243 575 685 N/A 501 (243 - 685)

Home Depot 307 620 256 65 312 (65 - 620)
Lowe's 131 380 252 N/A 254 (131 - 380)

Home Depot 60 242 104 348 189 (60 - 348)
Lowe's 118 145 209 67 135 (67 - 209)

237 267 260 176 247
36 - 1020 33 - 680 24 - 785 18 - 540 18-1020

Wood Tested

Arsenic that rubbed off of wood from an area the size of a 4-year old’s handprint* (µg) 

Washington, DC

National Range
National Average

Asheville, NC

Houston, TX

Philadelphia, PA

Seattle, WA

Table 2: Testing results from The Home Depot and Lowe’s Home Improvement Warehouse
in 13 cities across the United States.

*Size of a single handprint of a 4-year-old is about 100 cm2, 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

Sampler swipes arsenic treated wood as part of the
national retail testing program.

32 POISONWOOD RIVALS

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,

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

Seattle testers purchased lumber at these stores:

The Home Depot
11616 Aurora N
Seattle, WA  98133

Lowe’s Home Improvement Warehouse
12525 Aurora N
Seattle, WA  98133

Arsenic in Lumber – Seattle, WA Page 2 of 2
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Figure 2: Snapshot of average arsenic levels found on
arsenic treated lumber in 13 U.S. cities.
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Arsenic-treated lumber testing results from
The Home Depot and Lowe’s Home Improvement

Warehouse Retail Testing Program

33ENVIRONMENTAL WORKING GROUP/HEALTHY BUILDING NETWORK

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.

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.

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

† 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
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Arsenic in lumber from Home Depot and
Lowe’s in Washington, DC

Arsenic allowed in
a six ounce glass

of water*
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The Home 
Depot

Lowe's Home 
Improvement 
Warehouse

Range in 13 
Cities

2x4 Decks and playsets – posts, 
rail caps, benches 60 118 (36-1020)

4x4 Support posts for decks and 
playsets 242 145 (33-680)

2x6 Picnic tables tops, some 
playsets and deck rail caps 104 209 (24-785)

Decking Most common wood for 
deck surfaces (5/4" x 6") 348 67 (18-540)

Wood tested Arsenic that rubbed off of wood from an
area the size of a 4-year old’s handprint* (µg) 

� The Home Depot
� Lowe’s Home Improvement Warehouse

Table 1: Testing results from Home Depot and Lowe’s
Home Improvement Warehouse in Washington, DC.

Figure 1: An area the size of a four-year-old’s handprint
has enough arsenic to contaminate 150 glasses of water.

Environmental Working Group in Washington, DC tested
four standard types of wood at Home Depot and Lowe’s,
and found high amounts of arsenic on the surface of the
wood.  The maximum amount that rubbed off was 348
micrograms from an area the size of the palm of a four
year old.  This is equivalent to the arsenic in more than
150 child-sized glasses of water (six ounces each) polluted
up to the maximum arsenic contamination level allowed
under Environmental Protection Agency’s (EPA) new pro-
posed drinking water standard (10 micrograms of arsenic
per liter of water).

*Size of a single handprint of a 4-year-old is about 100 cm2, 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



2x4 4x4 2x6 Decking All Woods

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 N/A N/A N/A 103 (103 - 103)

Detroit, MI Home Depot 251 241 785 100 344 (100 - 785)

Home Depot 123 239 116 131 152 (116 - 239)
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 361 200 206.5 256 (200 - 361)

Omaha, NE Home Depot 60 48 79 97 71 (48 - 97)

Home Depot 36 33 76 27 43 (27 - 76)
Lowe's 78 218 24 390 178 (24 - 390)

San Francisco, CA Home Depot 243 575 685 N/A 501 (243 - 685)

Home Depot 307 620 256 65 312 (65 - 620)
Lowe's 131 380 252 N/A 254 (131 - 380)

Home Depot 60 242 104 348 189 (60 - 348)
Lowe's 118 145 209 67 135 (67 - 209)

237 267 260 176 247
36 - 1020 33 - 680 24 - 785 18 - 540 18-1020

Wood Tested

Arsenic that rubbed off of wood from an area the size of a 4-year old’s handprint* (µg) 

Washington, DC

National Range
National Average

Asheville, NC

Houston, TX

Philadelphia, PA

Seattle, WA

Table 2: Testing results from The Home Depot and Lowe’s Home Improvement Warehouse
in 13 cities across the United States.

*Size of a single handprint of a 4-year-old is about 100 cm2, 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

Sampler swipes arsenic treated wood as part of the
national retail testing program.

34 POISONWOOD RIVALS

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,

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

Washington, DC testers purchased lumber at these stores:

The Home Depot
15740 Shady Grove Road
Gaithersburg, MD 20877

Lowe’s Home Improvement Warehouse
205 Kentlands Blvd
Gaithersburg, MD 20878

Arsenic in Lumber – Washington, DC Page 2 of 2
Retail Testing Program Results November 2001

Figure 2: Average arsenic levels found on arsenic treated
lumber in 13 U.S. cities.
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