
  

What’s on the floor?
If you've been to one of our trainings, you'll know that we
recommend avoiding carpet (especially wall-to-wall) for a
few reasons, including the way the fibers trap harmful
chemicals and allergens and release them as people move
over them, especially babies, with their noses and mouths
close by, and the concerns we have for recycled carpet
padding to contain now-banned flame retardant
chemicals. But thanks to our colleagues at Healthy
Building Network, now we understand how the carpet can
be a source of environmental harm, all by itself.

Why worry about carpet?
Did you know that 60% of all flooring sold in the US is
carpet? It totals 11 billion square feed sold per year, and
this is only expected to increase - to 14.6 billion square
feet in 2019. Carpet makers rarely disclose all of the
chemicals and materials that go into making their
products.1 Here are just a few chemicals of concern:

• Stain repellent treatments made from "PFAS" chemicals (a group of over 4,000 
chemicals including PFOA and PFOS, though those specific chemicals are not in use 
in the US carpet market.)

• Antimicrobial preservatives. These protect the plastics from breaking down. 
Preservative chemicals can include triclosan and formaldehyde.

• Carpet backing can be made with: organotins, which harm aquatic life, don't break 
down easily, and can harm human reproduction; phthalates, which can cause 
cancer, disrupt hormones, harm development and reproduction, and some can 
trigger asthma attacks; even without phthalates, PVC – or vinyl - is harmful during 
production and disposal.

• Flame retardants are often added to polyurethane and latex backings (the carpet 
itself, not the padding). Certain flame retardants may contribute to hyperactivity, 
learning disabilities, reproductive harm, and cancer.



• Fly ash, a byproduct of burning coal, is used as filler, and can be as much as 40% 
of the carpet by weight. Fly ash is caught at the top of smoke stacks, and with it 
comes mercury, a known and powerful neurotoxicant.2

Finding healthier flooring:
1. Limit carpet to area rugs, and choose carpet with natural jute backing.
2. Skip the stain resistance. Yes, you might have some spots, but if you're not using this 

everywhere, and just for storytime corners, you should be able to limit the spills.
3. Ask a lot of questions. Healthy Building Network has not found large scale carpet 

makers that avoid all 44 chemicals they cover in their report, but consumer questions 
can make a big difference. For example, if one is touting "recycled content" be sure to 
ask if that comes from the addition of fly ash.

References and Resources:
1. Eliminating Toxics in Carpet: Lessons for the Future of Recycling, by Jim Valette. This is a 

summary article with a link to the full report. https://healthybuilding.net/blog/227-
eliminating-toxics-in-carpet-lessons-for-the-future-of-recycling

2. Download the full report here: 

https://s3.amazonaws.com/hbnweb.dev/uploads/files/eliminating-toxics-in-carpet-lessons-
for-the-future-of-recycling.pdf
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