Who is afraid of Chinese toys?

In the absence of a national perspective, India’s toy world reflects its fragmented
policies towards children.
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Poisonous
slaymates

Watch out for toxic toys! They could cause
serious harm to your children
By Malthreyl M.R.

gdhakar Pai from
Mangalore had severe
abdominal pain at the age
of seven. Tests revenled he
was anasemic. The doctor
prescribed medicines for intestinal
worms and anaemia, But the pain
persistad,

After about four months, he was
referred to St John's Medical College
and Hospital, Bangalore, for lead tests.
Sudhakar had excess lead deposits in
his body. “The paints flaking off the
slides and swings in the playground
he frequented were the culprits,”
says Dr Anita Bijoor, biochemistry
professor at St John's.

Paints on most playground equip-
ment and toys contain lead, which
can easily enier a child's body. All
it takes i hand-to-mouth contact,
which is common among children,
from snacking to thumb sucking,
Lead, when absorbed by the body,
causes anaemia, low 10, ratarded

mental growth, kidney malfunc-
tion and high blood pressure. It also
harms the nervous and the reproduc-
tive systems.

In 2007, lead content in tovs cre-
ated o furore. Toy companies such
as Marrel and Fisher Price recalled
many Barbie sets, Thomas & Friends
wooden ralway vehicle, Winnie-the-
Pooh sets, Elmo, Diego and Dora,
owing to lead content higher than
the permissible limits. However, lit-
tle has changed in India as far as the
toy market is concerned

THE WEEK randomly picked
toys—plastic, wooden, and metal,
branded and unbranded—from the
streets and toy stores of Bangalore
and rested them at the National
Referral Centre for Lead Poisoning,
st John's, headed by Dr Venkatesh
Thuppil.

The results were alarming—95
per cent of the toys contained lead
nt much higher than the permissible




"I, THE WEEK submitted randomly picked tays for evalsation at
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the National Referral Centre for Lead Poisoning in India, St

| John's Medical Callege and Hospital, Bangalore. The follow-
; ing is the list of toys and their lead content

level of 0.06g per 100g of dry paint.
The tovs included trains, halls, spin
tops, stackers, abacus, cars, plastle
animals and other common play-
mates. Evencrayonsofvariousbrands
thar claim to be non-toxic contafn up
to (.26 per cent lead.

Says Thuppil, known as the Lead
Man of India for his role in cresting
awareness about lead toxicity: A toy
is supposed to be a gesture of love.
But, whar are we giving our children?
Toys contain several toxie substanc-

s, one of which is lead. Lead tastes
sweet, so children moy develop a lik-
tng for it~

Lesd is extensively used in bat-
teries, petrol, polyvinyl chioride
(PVC) plastic, candle wicks, paints,
cosmetics, food containers, some
herbal medicines, printing ink, toys,
water pipes... the list is long. Simply
put, lead is present everywhere
around us.

“Lead is non-biodegradable and
it never dissppears from where it

is deposited.” zavs Thuppil. “It can
accumitlate in our body; especially in
our teeth and bones, and cause seri-
ous damage ™

Children, mainly those under the
age of six, are the most vulnerable to
lead poisoning, “Tt can hamper the
mental and physical development of
2 child because their physiology is
not well-developed,” explaing Rijoor,
“Adults have the blood-brain barrier
in the central nervous system, and
the gastrointestingl tract that restrict
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: Toys contain several

T m = .E toxic substances, one

chemicals. In children, they are not
matured enough.”

Some of the symptoms of lead
poisoning are severe stomachache,
loss of appetite, learning difficulties,
constipation, vomiting, headoche,
wobbliness, wrritability, hyperactiv-
ity and anzemia, *“When children
are picked up in school for problems
like nttention deficit disorder, they
should be tested for lead poisoning”
savs Bijoor.

Its #ffects may be alarming, but

very few cases have been diagnosed
with lead polsaning in India, e
cially because of toxie toys. 5o, fs it
a false plarm?

Says Dr H. Paramesh, senior pae-
diatric pulmonalogist and ecologist
in Bangalore: *Many physicians have
not been taught to look &t environ-
mental hazards on health” Paramesh
wais part of Project Lead-Free lod by
the George Foundation in 1997,

A study he undertook nearly 10
Yyears ago on 850 children revealad

DR VENKATESH THUPPIL,
5t John's, Bangalore

only 4.7 per cent had levels of lead
higher than 10 microgram per decil-
itre. But, he points out that there is no
such thing as 2 normal ot safe level
of lead.

One of the reasons for rare detec-
tion of lead poisoning s a lack of
awareness, savs Bijoor who was also
part of Project Lead-Free, “When
I was doing MBBS, we learnt about
lead poisoning only as an occupation-
8l hazard. It was o paragraph lost in
the medical books,” she recalls.




Az part of the Project Lead-Free,
21476 individuals meross five major
Indian cities, of whom 14,667 were
under the ageof 12, were tested. More
than half of them had blood lead over
permissible lmits,

However, as in the case of
Sudhakar, symptoms are usually
not correlated o lesd poisoning. At
this juncture, when awarensss is
vet to pick up, seeking clear cases of
potsaning due to toxic tovs is ricky,
says Arun Senthilraman of Toxics
Link, an NGO with offices in Delhi
and Chennai.

“We hove no legislation, no regu-
latory mechnnism to gunrd our stan-

| dards” he points our Incidentally, &

recent study by Toodcs Link showed
that about 70 per cent of tovs in India

had high toxic contents such as lead
and cadmium. OFf 111 samples from
Mumbai, Delhi and Chennai, 77 were
made of PVC materinl.

Apart from lead content, soft PVC
tovs are ragularly plasticised with
phthalates. Studies say the chemical
compounds can cause rodent ulcer

Symptoms of lead
poisoning include
stomachache,
constipation, vomiting,
headache, wobbliness,
irritability, hyperactiv-
ity and anaemia.

THEWEEK

and genital abnormalities. especially
in males

A recent study by Consumer
Education and Research Seciety,
Ahmedabad, revealed | levels
of lead, cadmium and chromium in
products of eight brands (four for-
edgn and four Indian) of tovs such as
teethers, pacifiers and nipples

Huraray 8, Tripath
ager
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toy samples tested was free from

toxic metals. Infants aré more vul-
nerable to ingestion ol these metals

and chewing the toys
The Burean of Indian Standards
(B15) should restrict the presence of

toxic metals in such toys and make
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A recent study revealed high levels
of lead, cadmium and chromium in
products of eight brands (four for-
eign and four Indian) of toys such as
teethers, pacifiers and nipples.

the limit for the presence of toxic metals stricter”

1f doctors are not testing for lead poisoning, it is not
merely because of ignorance but for also the lack of
importance society gives to long-acting poisons, says
Raghavachari Desikan of Consumers Association of India
[CAIL), Chennal,

Tt is difficult to identify lead while in use. That is why
we are campaigning for mandatory guidelines from the
BIS" he says. “This is being resisted by the toy manuifac-
turers. In India, unless people are obliged by law to follow
safety, they generally do not™

As part of thelr campalgn against lead and other metal-
basged toys, CAI plans to publish a bookler—A Guide to

Safe Toys. Apparently, the worst of ‘toxic toys’ are Chinese
toys, which have flooded the Indian market. Chinese toys
enjoy more than 60 per cent share of the Rs 2,500-crore
oy market in India. The US, Canada and several other
countries have barred Chinese toys on grounds of their

| toxicity.

In late January, the Directorate General of Foreign
Trade imposed a six-month ban on the importof Chinese
toys. The decision has come as a “pleasant surprise” to
the Indian toy makers. Though the Centre has not cited

| any reason for the ban, it is seen as a move to protect
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~ The effects of lead poisoning
* It can cause anaemia and damage to the brain, kidneys, and the
i mervous and reproductive systems
- .tl.—luﬁ:-nul learning. speech and behavioural disorders

How are children
to lead
at ?

+ Lead dust from wear and tear
of repairs of areas with lead-based
paint setties on the floer and
household objects. It sticks to
~ children's hands and toys, and enters the
" body through hand-to-mouth contact

The steps
to mlnimlse
hazards

* Regularly wash children's hands,
bottles, pacifiers and toys

* Ensare children eat huaithy,
low-fat foods

» Don't use lead-based ¢eraimic or
cooking utensils

* Have children tested for bead,
even if they look healthy

* Regularly clean floors, window
sills and other surfaces

* Repaint surfaces where paint is
flaking off

Couresy: The Gecepe Toundstion, Bangatore




When children are
picked up in school
for problems like
attention deficit
disorder, they should
be tested for lead
poisoning.

DR ANITA BIJOOR,
St John's, Bangalore

India’s toy industry.

“The global turnover of the toy
market was over $110 billion in
2007. We don’t even have 1 per cent
share of the global market,” says V.S.
Agrawal, former president of the Toy
Association of India, which has about
600 members. “We have had little
government support and negligible
projection of our products abroad”

The Indian toy industry is, indeed,
growing with a rise in exports from
Rs 123 crore in 2002 to Rs 700 crore

in 2007 But, it is puny when com-
pared with China's Rs 35,000-crore
global market share.

Regarding the safety of Indian
toys, Agarwal says there has to be
immediate and cohesive efforts to
improve quality. “We are fighting for
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a toy design and development insti-
tute to usher in better manufacturing
practices,” he says. “But, what can a
toy maker do if the paint supplied is
toxic?”

Lead-based paint, in fact, has been
a major source of poisoning. When
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