Environmental and Industrial Contaminants
Our point of view

Introduction

Clean Label Project was formed with the mission to raise
awareness on the presence of dangerous environmental
contaminants and toxins in everyday consumer products. Clean
Label Project believes that when it comes to environmental
contaminants and toxins, less is better than more. Not only are
these compounds toxic, but knowledge on the long term effects
of exposure to these contaminants is concerning and still
developing. As a result, Clean Label Project believes that a
serious conversation needs to be had with brands and regulatory
bodies on the presence of these contaminants in consumer
products. This document outlines Clean Label Project’s
rationale behind our stance on contaminants in consumer
goods.

Definitions and Terminology
What is a contaminant?

Used here, the word “contaminant” refers to any of several
compounds or chemicals of environmental and industrial origin
that, despite being potentially dangerous, are sometimes
inadvertently present in finished products. This could include
contaminants like heavy metals, pesticides, as well as man-made
substances like bisphenol A (BPA), which is introduced to food
products by packaging, and acrylamide, which can be created
through the food production process.

What does toxic mean?

Any substance, if given in a high enough dose, can be toxic to living
things. Used here, the word “toxic” refers to just that: negative
effects that result from exposure to a substance. Even life-essential
compounds like vitamins can be toxic in high

enough volumes. However, there are many substances that
become toxic even in very low quantities – especially when taken
repeatedly over a long period of time.

What contaminants does Clean
Label Project measure?
Clean Label Project, with the help of an independent third-party
analytical chemistry testing laboratory, measures over 130
separate environmental and industrial contaminants, including,
but not limited to, heavy metals (e.g., lead and arsenic), pesticides
(100+ pesticides), melamine and its analogues, antibiotic- residues,
BPA and its analogue BPS, antibiotics, and acrylamides.

How do contaminants wind up
in food?
Contaminants may wind up in a finished food product though
several routes. Some, like heavy metals, can be absorbed into
plants grown in poor quality soil. Some metals (like mercury and
arsenic) can be present in high concentrations in seafood where
metal contamination builds throughout the life of the fish. Other
contaminants are the result of the process of preparing the
product: acrylamides can result when starchy foods, like
potatoes, are fried at high heat and BPA can be present in food
packaging, including plastic packages and metal cans. Still other
contaminants have no valid reason for being present in food:
melamine and its analogues can be used in in foods to artificially
inflate protein content. This contaminant was responsible for
killing hundreds of pets in 20071. The important thing to
remember is that however these contaminants wind up in pet
food, they are avoidable– there is always room for
improvement.

How does Clean Label Project
handle these contaminants?
Clean Label Project believes the best way to effect change on a large
scale is through the use of data, science, and transparency.
Information asymmetry is an economic term used to represent the
imbalance of information between two parties. Clean Label Project
uses category testing data to combat this asymmetry by
demonstrating how much room for improvement an industry has
(be it the pet food industry, baby food industry, etc). As discussed
below, regulations on these contaminants are, in many cases,
insufficient or (in the case of pet food) entirely lacking. To this end,
rather than benchmarking our data against a cut-off value, Clean
Label Project benchmarks each product against the rest of the
category – meaning that 1 star products fared poorly relative to the
rest of the category, not against a cut-off value or limit. However, in
the case of a true government standard (e.g., human standards
propagated by the EPA, FDA, EU Commission, California
Proposition 65) we may include these limits as a part of our
standards.

Clean Label Project believes that
environmental and industrial
contaminants are bad

While some contaminants, like chromium, can be beneficial or
even essential in small quantities, the fact remains that all the
contaminants Clean Label Project measures can have an adverse
effect on health. Heavy metals can be especially dangerous,
considering their tendency to build up inside animals2. Cadmium
has been linked to kidney failure as well as brain damage in
mammals3,4, lead exposure has been linked to persistent brain,
bone, and liver dysfunction in mammals5, and mercury is a wellknown neurotoxin that can accumulate in brain tissue and cause
serious neurological problems6. These metals are not considered
essential to survival7 and their presence in food does not benefit
the long-term health of the animal or person. Indeed, many human
regulatory bodies have stated that the goal for many of these
toxins is zero.

Of equal concern are man-made contaminants – which are not
only toxic but have no valid reason for existing in any quantity
within food products. Acrylamide, in addition to being linked to
cancer and birth defects in humans and animals, is a cumulative
neurotoxin, the brain-damaging effects of which can build up
over time8. This means that long term exposure to acrylamide
could result in progressively worsening symptoms, even with
relatively low exposure. Bisphenol A (BPA), a chemical found
in

“As a whole, these

contaminants are
unambiguously dangerous
chemicals that have the
potential to cause
long-lasting health
consequences in living
animals.”

plastics and the linings of metal cans, interferes with hormones
and can cause neurological issues in mammals9. Indeed, dogs
fed canned food have shown elevated blood levels of BPA and
corresponding changes to markers of kidney and intestinal
health10. Pesticides run the gamut from relatively harmless to
deadly, but all are avoidable in finished food products. As a
whole, these contaminants are unambiguously dangerous
chemicals that have the potential to cause long-lasting health
consequences in living animals. Worse, studies do not generally
factor in the additive effects of multiple containments present in
the same food product – a food containing cadmium and arsenic
together may be worse than a product with either alone.
Notably, these consequences are not hypothetical – we see the
fall-out of exposure to these contaminants every day. It has long
been known that lead and other heavy metals are directly linked

to cancer11 in animals and humans, an alarming fact when
considered alongside our findings that lead levels in pet foods
are many times higher than human-grade food (due in no small
part to the lack of clear regulation in pet food). This information is
particularly compelling when considered alongside the fact that
dogs are approximately 10 times more likely than humans to be
diagnosed with cancer12 – a number that is unlikely to reflect the
true incidence as many companion animals are not diagnosed
with a condition prior to death. Worse, there is some evidence
that the rate of cancer in companion animals has increased over

the last fifty years13, coinciding with the rise in prevalence of
commercial pet food, though it is important to note that this could
be due to any number of factors (including better diagnosis and
increased vigilance). Still, it is troubling to note that canine cancer
rates have risen alongside the commercial profile of products we
have demonstrated possess alarmingly high levels of multiple
known carcinogens.

When it comes to contaminants,
less is better than more

Clean Label Project believes that the safest approach to take when
it comes to the health and safety of family members is that less
contaminant is better than more.
This is important because an accumulating body of evidence
suggests that, for many environmental and industrial contaminants,
the only truly safe level of exposure is no exposure. In humans, for
example, even low-level exposure (i.e., below human regulatory
limits) to mercury can disrupt brain development14.

New evidence suggests that the effects of mercury on developing
brains is linear – meaning any amount of mercury can be harmful
to growing brains rather than the “all or nothing” system implied
by current government or industry regulations15. It has been argued
by some scientists that, for environmental contaminants like lead,
the concept of “safe levels” may be an illusion16- instead,

our focus should be on reducing or eliminating living organisms’
exposure to lead. As the scientific body of knowledge on these
contaminants increases, it becomes apparent that “safe” is
synonymous with “less.” Consider the following data based on
the 1999 National Research Council report on arsenic in drinking
water17:
There is a clear link between the amount of arsenic in tap water
(in parts per billion, or ppb)
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and the cancer risk in humans. This data also suggests that, when
it comes to cancer, less is better. This pattern also extends to
acrylamides, where researchers have argued that there is a risk of
acrylamide bioaccumulation in children consuming fried potato
chips18, suggesting once again that less exposure is better than
more. For these environmental contaminants, there is unlikely to
be a magic cut-off below which exposure to a contaminant
carries no risk – and if there is, it almost certainly is not the current
regulatory limits.

Knowledge is still developing –
and so too should our regulations

Clean Label Project believes that there simply is not enough
information on the long-term effects of exposure to these
contaminants on living organisms. For example, arsenic is a
highly toxic metal that can be found in our environment. Arsenic

can also bio-accumulate naturally (alongside mercury) in
seafood such as tuna. The type of arsenic found in fish is primarily
“organic arsenic,” which is generally considered to be less toxic
than other forms of arsenic. This leads many companies to
assume that the organic arsenic in their food products is
“harmless.” However, that assumption has been challenged by
recent developments in science – evidence is emerging that
organic arsenic may be transformed inside animals (including
humans) that ingest it into more dangerous (and carcinogenic)
forms of arsenic19. This means that even this so-called “non-toxic”
arsenic may increase the incidence of cancer in living organisms.
Essentially, as our knowledge of these contaminants increases,
we have consistently discovered that these contaminants are
more dangerous than previously thought, meaning that it
behooves brands to take a proactive approach to reducing or
eliminating contamination. With this in mind, and with an
awareness that science is an ever-improving, ever-growing
discipline, Clean Label Project feels that the safest approach to
take when it comes to the health and safety of family members is
that less is better.

There needs to be
regulation conversation

of what was available at the time, but much like the toxin limits for
humans, we believe that there is room for improvement. It is for
this reason that Clean Label Project decided not to use the NRC
levels for judging pet food – we believe that the industry can and
should set its bar much lower if it is serious about the long-term
health and wellness of America’s pets.
This same conclusion is applicable to human food as well. As
outlined above, Clean Label Project believes that the
environmental and industrial contaminants we measure are
dangerous to all living organisms. As knowledge improves, the

“...Clean Label Project

believes that the
environmental and
industrial contaminants
we measure are dangerous
to all living organisms. ”

a

A common benchmark used by the pet food industry is the NRC’s
Mineral Tolerance of Animals7. This is an excellent resource that
summarizes the available literature on the effects of heavy metals
exposure in animals (including domestic animals). However, the
NRC guidelines are limited by the information available to the
scientific body that wrote them – and there simply haven’t been
long term studies establishing the effects of low-dose multi-year
exposure to carcinogens like arsenic or lead in companion
animals. Most literature cited in the NRC report relevant to
companion animals concerns exposures less than 12 months in
duration. This can cause confusion, with some brands asserting
that safety in the short term must mean safety in the long term.
Clean Label Project disagrees with this assessment. The NRC
limits represent the best consensus

consensus of the scientific community has been that greater
restriction is required. Consider the acceptable levels of arsenic in
drinking water –the limit in some states has dropped nearly 10-fold
in the last 20 years alone20,21. This should be the same strategy
employed by the packaged food industries – responding to
evidence with increased regulation, not denial.
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