
Living naturally
If you’ve ever considered the impact you’re having on the environment, 
or how your home or the products you use are affecting your health, 
then it might be time to adjust your way of living. Holly Davis reports.
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THE VERY MENTION of the words ‘environmental 
impact’ or ‘pollution’ is enough to instantly cause me 
a mixture of guilt, shame and despondency. What can 
I do? I drive a car and most often I am alone in it.  
I consume vast quantities of water and I confess I am 
about to pack my daughter’s lunch in a plastic lunch 
box. I am a rampant consumer. But before I race for the 
cat of nine tails, I remind myself that though I am one, 
every action I take counts for all. And even in our homes 
there are plenty of opportunities to make a difference.

Anthony Ashworth is a holistic building designer 
and ‘environmental alchemist’ who also lectures on 
sick building syndrome. He enlightened me on what 
constitutes a healthy home and how to address any 
ailments a home may have. The fundamentals of 
healthy building design are appropriate building 
products, furnishings and finishes. 

Anthony’s catchcry is: “Become a label reader and, 
if you wear them, never leave home without your 
spectacles.” His view is that we have three skins – our 
own, our clothing and our home. In Anthony’s opinion 
the first step is for each of us to become aware of 
precisely what it is we are consuming: what we eat, 
what products we use on and around our bodies, and 
what constitutes the fabric of our houses. Once armed 
with this information we can begin to look for and 
choose alternative products.

Start by taking note of the food you eat. Wherever 
possible, choose organically grown wholefoods that are 
free from synthetic additives, colours and flavours. 
Reduce your use of overly packaged items. Composting 
is a valuable contribution and worm farms are well worth 
looking into (worms will convert large volumes of 
organic matter into fertiliser.)

Chemical cocktails
According to Anthony, the next step involves reading 
the fine print – even in the shower! Until now my choice 
of cleaning products and the contents of my bathroom 
cabinets have told a rather chemical tale. 

One offender to look out for is Sodium Lauryl Sulfate 
(SLS). A report from the Journal of the American College 
of Toxicology says that SLS is routinely used in clinical 
studies to irritate skin tissue. According to the report, 
SLS corrodes hair follicles and impairs ability to grow 
hair; can interact with other nitrogen-bearing 
ingredients to form carcinogenic nitrates; enters and 
maintains residual levels in the heart, liver, lungs and 
brain from skin contact; denatures protein, which 
impairs proper structural formation of young eyes; can 
damage the immune system; and can cause separation 
of skin layers and inflammation of the skin.

 Happily, there are many alternatives. For instance,  
I have swapped to toothpaste that uses sea salt as the 
cleanser and essential oils for flavour. It took a couple of 
days to adjust from the regular sweetness, but I am now 
hooked. Many products made with natural ingredients 
are concentrated so the extra you pay is easily justified. 

Your clothing
As our clothing constitutes our second skin it makes 
sense to wear clothes that allow our first skin to 
breathe easily. All natural fibres do this, though some 
consume more abundant natural resources to grow 
and cause more impact on the environment during 
the manufacture of fabrics. 

Hemp is possibly the best choice, being good for 
both the earth and our bodies. Hemp has a very long 
history of use for clothing. It’s a high-yield crop and a 
sustainable, renewable resource with many useful bi-
products such as edible and industrial oils, fibres for 
twine and nutritious seeds. Hemp grown for clothing 
is not the same variety as hemp grown for marijuana. 
It is not the most luxurious-feeling fabric, but it does 
make comfortable and durable clothing.

Wherever possible, buy organically produced fabrics 
that have been coloured with natural dyes and dye 
fixatives, as dyes and their fixes can be toxic. 

When keeping clothes clean, consider using age-
old cleaners – pure soap, salt, lemon juice, vinegar 
and sunshine all offer natural cleansing. For an effective 
and environmentally-friendly way to bleach clothing, 
add a cup of white vinegar or lemon juice to 3 litres  
of water in a bucket. Soak your article of clothing 
overnight, then rinse well and 
dry in the sunshine. To 
minimise exposure to 
toxic fumes, hang your 
dry-cleaned items 
outside to air before 
putting them away.

Garages seem to have become 
another room in lots of homes; 
this can be problematic if it 
results in greater exposure to 
petrol fumes. The nerve gas 
benzine replaced lead in petrol 
– this is harmful until processed 
by the car’s catalytic converter, 
which doesn’t work until the 
car is warmed up. Follow these 
steps if your home has a door 
that leads directly to the garage 
and if you have an electric door:
1.  Close the internal door.
2.  Get in the car; keep the 

doors and windows closed.
3.  Open the garage door 

before starting the engine.
4.  Start the car and drive  

out immediately. 

Petrol is a huge issue for us 
all and it is really exciting that 
some of the big car companies 
are offering alternatives. 
Toyota’s Prius is a great step 
in this direction. I recently 
test-drove one for a weekend 
and thoroughly enjoyed 
the experience. Apart from 
offering smooth, zippy driving, 
the Prius uses up to 50 per cent 
less petrol than an equivalent 
conventional car, offering a 
‘hybrid’ petrol and electric 
drive train. The petrol engine 
cuts in and out as required 
by driving conditions and it 
happens silently, so when you 
stop at the lights the engine  
is noiseless.

In the garage

Natural alternatives

There are many age-old housekeeping 
solutions that are better for your 
wellbeing, and the environment.  
Try these for starters:
•  Lemon juice, white vinegar, 

bicarbonate soda, eucalyptus oil, 
linseed oil, orange oil and salt  
may sound like the ingredients  
for dinner, but can all be very 
effective cleaning agents (see  
'Keep it clean', page 167).  

•  Instead of flea bombs, add some 
pennyroyal to water and spray the 
floor, or try neem seed oil (from the 
Indian curry leaf tree). This is also an 
effective remedy for head lice. Flies 
and mosquitoes are deterred by 
citronella oil, while borax and chilli 
powder seem to be the only natural 
products that control cockroaches 
(Borax comes from alkaline soils and 
salt deposits – it is an ore of boran). 
Note: Newly pregnant woman are 
advised not to use pennyroyal oil.

The Chemical Maze
If the ingredients listed on 
products concern you, read Bill 
Statham’s The Chemical Maze 
(Possibility.com, 2005). It explains 
food and product additives, their 
functions, effects and uses.

The first step is for each of us to become 
aware of precisely what we are consuming: 
what we eat, what products we use... and  
what constitutes the fabric of our houses.
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The home
Air quality is another key factor in maintaining our 
health. It is a serious concern that we are inhaling  
and consuming many substances that have not been 
adequately researched for their long-term effects on 
our nervous systems.

Ventilation and air movement help to minimise the 
growth of moulds and mildew; these release noxious 
spores into the atmosphere, inhibiting our immune 
response. Exchanging the air in the house is very 
important as everything from painted finishes to 
flooring may ‘off gas’ volatile organic compounds 
(VOC) – potentially harmful gases that are said to 
contribute to many health issues including chronic 
fatigue, impaired immunity and attention deficit 
hyperactivity disorder (ADHD). 

Maintain your home’s temperature at less than 22˚C 
as, according to Anthony, ‘off gassing’ increases above 
this temperature. Flush the air on a daily basis by 
opening up the doors and windows – even just 20 
minutes is enough time to greatly improve air quality.  
If this isn’t possible, a weekly airing will suffice.

As surface area, time and exposure are key factors 
for VOC emissions, you can make the greatest impact 
by altering the largest surface areas first. Start with the 
painted finishes and flooring in the bedroom, where 
you spend up to eight hours a night. Plant, mineral 
and milk-based paints do not off gas. Also, there are 
now low-VOC acrylic paint options. Old-fashioned felt 
underlay is not toxic and beats modern synthetics for 
tread. Vinyl flooring off gases throughout its life, 
whereas the old linoleum or modern alternatives made 
from linseed oil, wood flour and rosin are far less 
invasive. Polyurethane finishes off gas heavily for a 
month or more after application. You can speed the 
process with dry heat; good ventilation is vital. When 
considering bedding, natural latex rubber beds are non-
allergenic and are preferable to foam, which off gasses 
heavily when new and as it breaks down with age.  

Something else particularly relevant to where you 
sleep is your proximity to electrical appliances and the 
meter box in your home. Research has shown that 
electromagnetic fields may be harmful to our health. 
Sleeping against a wall that houses the meter box is a 
very bad idea, as the electromagnetic fields will be at 
their greatest concentration and a wall is no obstacle to 
their emissions. Even if you can move the bed to 
another wall, it will help greatly. 

Particleboard and medium density fibreboard 
(MDF), found in kitchen and bathroom cabinets are 
manufactured with glues that off gas formaldehyde. 
Sensitivity to this increases with exposure and can cause 
severe allergic reactions. If all the edges, along with  
the interior, are sealed with edge banding before the 
cabinets are made up, the off gassing is slowed down 
by 95 per cent. Some MDF is now manufactured using 
alternative glues that are VOC-free or low-VOC.  ■

Eco-friendly resources

•  Shopping: www.biome.com.au; 
www.ecoshop.com.au

•  Building: www.ecospecifier.org; 
www.yourhome.gov.au

•  Building design: Anthony  
Ashworth: a.ashworth@bigpond.
com.au; Dick Clark, Envirotechture: 
enviro@bdansw.com.au

•  Eco-Style by Siobahn O’Brien  
(New Holland, 2005)

•  Safer Cleaning and Better  
Living Tips by Zoe James  
(Envirobook, 2003)

•  What Can I Do? A guide to  
eco-friendly internet sites, ideas 
and information in Australia  
by Lisa Harrow (Hodder, 2005)

Toothpaste 
2 tsp aloe vera (a mild antiseptic)
2  tsp bicarbonate soda (a mild 

abrasive and deodoriser)
1  tsp organic cinnamon powder 

(powerful antiseptic)

Mix together with the end of a 
spoon (you may need to add a 
few drops of water to make the 
consistency you require). 

Smelly sneakers potion
2 tsp bicarbonate soda 
1  tsp cornflour (softener, use 

instead of talcum powder)
3  drops essential oil

Put ingredients in a small 
bottle, cap with lid and shake 
vigorously. Sprinkle in shoes  
or straight into socks.

Washing powder
1 bar laundry soap*, grated
1 cup Borax (stain remover)
1 cup bicarbonate soda 
1  cup salt (disinfectant)
1  cup washing soda crystals 

(water softener)

Combine all ingredients in a 
food processor and blend. Use 

about 1 cup of washing powder, 
dissolved in 1 litre hot water, for 
a front loader machine. (Light 
loads will require less.) 
* Pure soap is not a detergent: 
it’s made from natural 
products, vegetable oils and 
animal fats – detergent is made 
from coal tar and petroleum. 

Collar and cuff pre-spray
W hite vinegar (disinfectant; bleach) 
Borax (stain remover)

Add vinegar to a spray bottle 
and place borax in a shaker. 
Saturate collars and cuffs with 
vinegar then sprinkle with borax. 
Roll garment loosely and soak 
overnight in a bucket of warm to 
hot water with 1 cup of washing 
powder. Pour bucket into 
washing machine, along with 
water from soaking, and wash. 

Clothes softener for the 
last rinse 
1 cup washing soda crystals 
1 litre hot water
6  drops essential oil 

Dissolve soda crystals in the 
hot water then add oil.

Recipes for green cleaning 
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