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Target sells many products made out of or packaged in polyvinyl chloride (PVC), known as 
the poison plastic.  PVC is the most hazardous plastic to our health and environment, releas-
ing toxic chemicals linked to cancer and birth defects. Target’s sale of PVC products and 
packaging poses major hazards to our health and environment, and avoidable legal, fi nancial, 
and reputational risks to the company.

This is surprising and disappointing given Target’s sustainability initiatives.  Phasing out 
PVC is fully in line with Target’s environmental programs, particularly its green purchasing 
initiative, commitment to recycling and the “social, economic and environmental health of 
the communities we serve,” and its efforts to identify “packaging options with fewer envi-
ronmental impacts and greater recycling potential.” 

Why does this report focus on Target? Why not another major retailer like Wal-Mart? Unfor-
tunately Target is way behind Wal-Mart and other companies in phasing out this unnecessary 
toxic plastic.  Wal-Mart has publicly committed to phasing out private label PVC packaging 
and children’s lunchboxes and is beginning to reduce PVC use in building materials. Other 
leading retailers and manufacturers are also working to phase out PVC including Costco, 
Ikea, Johnson & Johnson, Microsoft, Nike, SC Johnson, and other major companies. Safer, 
cost-effective alternatives are available.  Target has an opportunity to demonstrate it is not an 
industry laggard, but instead is a leader in selling safe and healthy products.

Target was contacted over one year ago about this issue, when a coalition of over sixty health 
and environmental groups sent a letter expressing our deep concern about this issue. Target 
responded publicly and stated that they are “exploring alternatives to PVC.”  Over seven 
months later, we have not seen any plan to evaluate alternatives. During this same time pe-
riod, over 40,000 Target customers and parents have signed petitions, sent letters, faxes, and 
made phone calls to Target urging them to phase out PVC. 

This report analyzes Target’s sale of products containing PVC by focusing on three key 
areas: baby / children’s products and toys, shower curtains, and packaging.  These three areas 
were selected because Target sells many of these products that are made out of PVC.   Tar-
get customers may be exposed to highly toxic chemicals from using these products in their 
homes.  

We hope you fi nd the information in this report illuminating.  We hope Target’s sharehold-
ers and customers will urge the company to adopt a responsible environmental practice and 
commit to phasing out PVC in products and packaging.  

Sincerely,

Lois Marie Gibbs, Executive Director
Center for Health, Environment and Justice
May, 2007

Dear Target Shareholder or Customer:
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Target Corporation is the sixth largest retailer 
in the United States with approximately 1,500 
stores in 47 states and over $50 billion in rev-
enues. Target sells many products made out of 
or packaged in polyvinyl chloride (PVC) plastic, 
a widely used plastic that has come under inten-
sive scrutiny for its harm to public health and the 
environment. Target’s sale of PVC products and 
packaging poses signifi cant and avoidable health 
and environmental hazards, and legal, fi nancial, 
and reputational risks to the company.  

PVC is the most dangerous plastic to our health 
and environment from production to disposal, 
releasing poisonous chemicals linked to cancer 
and birth defects.  The manufacture, use, and 
disposal of these plastic materials releases high-
ly hazardous chemicals including dioxins and 
furans, vinyl chloride, ethylene dichloride, lead, 
phthalates, and mercury into our environment.  
PVC manufacturing plants are often located in 
low-income communities and communities of 
color, making the production of PVC a major 
environmental justice concern for neighboring 
residents. PVC manufacturing facilities have 
exposed workers and fenceline neighbors to tox-
ic carcinogens, and caused major air pollution, 
chemical spills and contaminated drinking water 
supplies.   

Way Off Target with Toxic 
Toys
Infants and children chewing on PVC toys and 
baby products sold at Target may be exposed 
to phthalates. These dangerous chemicals are 
linked to premature birth delivery, early pu-
berty in girls, impaired sperm quality and sperm 
damage in men, genital defects and reduced 
testosterone production in boys.  Target has no 
publicly stated policy commitment to phase out 
PVC baby/children’s products and toys. Target 
sells PVC products such as a Baby Einstein 
discover & play activity gym, Munchkin duck 

bathtub, Fisher-Price soft travel tray, Peg Perego 
prima diner highchair, 5” crib mattress with de-
luxe vinyl cover, and a 4-sided change pad. The 
company promotes PVC usage in baby strollers 
in their online “stroller buying guide,” which 
could expose infants to toxic phthalates. In con-
trast, Wal-Mart announced plans in 2006 to im-
mediately stop selling all PVC lined children’s 
lunchboxes, yet Target has made no such similar 
commitment.   Over ten years ago, Ikea phased 
out all PVC toys.  On the government level, the 
European Union and fourteen countries have 
banned phthalates in children’s toys and there is 
pending legislation in seven U.S. states to ban 
phthalates; Target has four hundred and thirteen 
stores in these states.

Way Off Target with Toxic 
Shower Curtains
In 2002, researchers at the US EPA reported a 
PVC shower curtain, “can cause elevated in-
door air toxics concentrations…for more than a 
month.” Target customers have repeatedly com-
plained on Target’s website about strong chemi-
cal odors being released from shower curtains 
sold at Target.  One customer complained, “it 
stunk up the place so bad, I couldn’t sleep the 
night I hung it up.”  Target has no publicly stated 
policy commitments to phase out PVC shower 

Executive 
Summary “More and more 

studies show 
that PVC has 
toxins that can 
pose long-term 
health and envi-
ronmental risks.”
-Wal-Mart
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curtains.  While Target only offers fi ve shower 
curtains made out of EVA (a safer PVC-free 
plastic), they sell at least ten times as many cur-
tains made out of PVC.  The EVA shower cur-
tains are equivalent in price or cheaper than 62% 
of the PVC curtains sold at Target.  Ikea stopped 
selling PVC products including vinyl shower 
curtains over ten years ago.  79% of Ikea’s PVC-
free shower curtains are equivalent in price or 
cheaper than 81% of Target’s PVC shower cur-
tains.

Way Off Target with 
Unrecyclable Packaging
PVC packaging has a national recycling rate far 
lower than other plastics. Just .7% of PVC bot-
tles were recycled in 2004, compared to 21.6% 
for PET plastic bottles and 25.9% for HDPE 
bottles.  One PVC bottle can contaminate and 
ruin a recycling load of 100,000 recyclable PET 
bottles.  More than two billion pounds per year 
of short-lived PVC products, such as packaging, 
are discarded with U.S. household trash.  In fact, 
nondurable products, such as packaging, account 
for more than 70% of the PVC disposed of in 
U.S. municipal waste.  While Target is a mem-
ber of the Sustainable Packaging Coalition, the 
company has no publicly stated policy commit-
ment to phase out PVC packaging.  Target sells 
a number of products packaged in PVC, such 
as Target sport look styling gel, Luxe bath and 
body products, Target salon series curling and 
straightening irons.  In 2005, Wal-Mart commit-
ted to eliminating all private label PVC packag-
ing in two years, yet Target has not developed a 
similar policy.  

Target is Way Behind the 
Competition
Target may be at risk of losing some of its mar-
ket share as their key competitor, Wal-Mart, has 
made strides in becoming an environmental lead-
er, including commitments to phase out PVC in 
packaging, children’s lunchboxes, and building 
materials.  According to Wal-Mart, “more and 
more studies show that PVC has toxins that can 
pose long-term health and environmental risks”.  
In 2005, Wal-Mart CEO Lee Scott announced a 
major new sustainability initiative committing 

the company to, “replacing PVC packaging for 
our private brands with alternatives that are more 
sustainable and recyclable within the next two 
years.”  Since then, they have made substantial 
progress in achieving this goal; meanwhile Tar-
get has failed to make a similar commitment.  

In 2006 Wal-Mart announced they would imme-
diately stop selling all PVC children’s lunchbox-
es, in response to an FDA order to remove lead 
from children’s lunchboxes.  Wal-Mart went be-
yond the FDA’s request and also removed PVC 
from the lunchboxes; meanwhile Target has 
failed to make a similar commitment.  In 2006, 
Wal-Mart unveiled a new chemicals policy, re-
stricting the most hazardous chemicals from 
their products.  These included carcinogens, re-
productive toxicants, and persistent bioaccumu-
lative toxic (PBT) compounds, chemicals which 
are used and released during PVC manufacture 
and disposal.

Other companies phasing out PVC include ma-
jor retailers like Costco, and companies such as 
Aveda, Bath and Body Works, Body Shop, Bris-
tol Meyers, Crabtree & Evelyn, Evenfl o, First 
Years, Gerber, H&M, Hewlett Packard, Ikea, 
Johnson & Johnson, Microsoft, Nike, SC John-
son, Sharp, and Sony.

How Target Can Get Back 
on Track
Target needs to develop publicly stated goals to 
phase out PVC in products and packaging and 
switch to safer alternatives.  As part of these 
goals, Target should develop an implementa-
tion plan with concrete benchmarks.  Phasing 
out PVC is fully in line with Target’s environ-
mental initiatives, particularly its green purchas-
ing program, commitment to recycling and the 
“social, economic and environmental health of 
the communities we serve,” and its efforts to 
identify “packaging options with fewer environ-
mental impacts and greater recycling potential.” 
By phasing out toxic PVC, Target would help to 
build public trust, protect brand reputation, and 
safeguard and grow market share by anticipat-
ing further regulation and recall/legal liabilities. 
Such actions can signifi cantly and positively 
raise Target’s environmental profi le, enhance its 
reputation and competitive position worldwide.
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Cancer-Causing Chemicals
Highly hazardous chemicals including dioxins 
and furans, vinyl chloride, ethylene dichloride, 
lead, mercury, and phthalates are used or re-
leased in the manufacture and disposal of PVC.1  
Vinyl chloride, the key building block of PVC, 
can cause cancer, increase the risk of a rare form 
of liver cancer, impact the nervous system, and 
has been linked to an increased incidence of 
birth defects.  Vinyl chloride is one of the few 
chemicals the U.S. EPA classifi es as a known 
human carcinogen.2

Harmful to Workers
Studies have documented links between working 
in PVC facilities and the increased likelihood of 
developing diseases including angiosarcoma of 
the liver, a rare form of liver cancer3, brain can-
cer4, lung cancer5, lymphomas, leukemia, and 
liver cirrhosis6. 81,000 U.S. workers are regu-
larly exposed to vinyl chloride7, while 77,000 
are exposed to ethylene dichloride. 8  Although 
workplace exposures in PVC facilities have 

been signifi cantly reduced from the levels of the 
1960s, there is no threshold below which vinyl 
chloride monomer does not increase the risk of 
cancer, so current exposures in the U.S. continue 
to pose cancer hazards to workers. Further, oc-
cupational exposure to VCM remains extremely 
high in some facilities in Eastern Europe and 
Asia.9

In addition to chronic diseases, workers face 
deadly hazards from accidents and explosions on 
the job at PVC manufacturing plants across the 
United States.  In recent years, numerous work-
ers have been killed or seriously injured at PVC 
facilities. On April 23, 2004, a Formosa Plastics 
PVC plant in Illinois exploded, sending a plume 
of toxic smoke for miles around surrounding 
communities. Five workers were killed, four 
towns were evacuated, several highways closed, 
a no-fl y zone declared, and three hundred fi re-
fi ghters from twenty-seven surrounding com-
munities battled the fl ames for three days.10  The 
U.S. Chemical Safety Board investigated the ex-
plosion and found that the plant owners “were 
aware of the possibility of serious consequences 

PVC: 
the Poison Plastic
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Charles, 
Louisiana, 
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of an inadvertent release of chemicals” and did 
not act on recommended safeguards as far back 
as 1992.11

Air and Groundwater 
Pollution
PVC plants are often located in low-income 
communities and communities of color, making 
the production of PVC a major environmental 
justice concern for neighboring residents. Rev-
eilletown, Louisiana, was once a small African-
American town adjacent to a PVC facility owned 
by Georgia-Gulf. In the 1980s, after a plume of 
vinyl chloride in groundwater began to seep un-
der homes in the area, Georgia-Gulf agreed to 
permanently evacuate the entire community of 
one hundred and six residents. Reveilletown has 
since been demolished.12  In Lake Charles, Loui-
siana, a jury found one of the United States’ lead-
ing PVC manufacturers liable for “wanton and 
reckless disregard of public safety”, caused by 
one of the largest chemical spills in the nation’s 
history which contaminated the groundwater un-
derneath the surrounding community.13  In Penn-
sylvania, the federal government is working to 
clean up highly contaminated groundwater and 
contaminated lagoons at an OxyChem PVC 
plant.14  In Texas, vinyl chloride was discovered 
in wells nearby a Formosa PVC plant, which 
was forced to spend one million dollars cleaning 
up the contaminated groundwater.15 

Terrorist Risks
A 2002 Rand report for the U.S. Air Force iden-
tifi ed chlorine gas storage and transport facilities 
as among the top chemical targets for a terrorist 
attack and cited examples of a number of such 
threats and attacks already carried out around 
the world.16  As a prime feedstock for PVC, 
chlorine makes the PVC manufacturing plants 
and the trains that supply them highly vulnerable 
to terrorist attacks. Experts predict that as many 
as 100,000 Americans could be killed or injured 
in just 30 minutes as a result of a terrorist at-
tack on railways carrying lethal chlorine. In July, 
2004, the Homeland Security Council estimated 
that an attack on a single chlorine facility could 
kill 17,500 people, severely injure an additional 
10,000 and result in 100,000 hospitalizations 
and 70,000 evacuations.17  This is particularly 

concerning given the increased use of chlorine 
bombs in Iraq in recent months.  The best se-
curity is to switch to safer materials that don’t 
require chlorine. PVC production is the biggest 
single use of chlorine and so reduction in its use 
represents the largest single step we can take to 
reduce the risk of chlorine disasters, accidental 
or intentional.

The Deadly Connection: 
PVC, Chlorine and Dioxin
PVC is particularly unique from most other 
plastics because it is chlorine-based, 57% chlo-
rine when pure, making it a major dioxin source 
during production and especially in disposal.18 
Dioxins are a highly toxic group of chemicals 
that build up in the food chain, can cause can-
cer and can harm the immune and reproductive 
system.19,20,21  Dioxins are so toxic they’re one 
of twelve chemicals that have been targeted for 
a global phase out by an international treaty, the 
global Stockholm Convention on Persistent Or-
ganic Pollutants.22  Dioxins have also been tar-
geted for phase out in the Great Lakes by a bi-
national advisory body of the United States and 
Canadian governments charged with protection 
of the Great Lakes ecosystem.  This governmen-
tal body has called for a phase-out of all uses of 
chlorine.23,24,25,26  PVC is the leading contributor 
of chlorine to four combustion sources –munici-
pal solid waste incinerators, backyard burn bar-
rels, medical waste incinerators and secondary 
copper smelters – that account for an estimated 
80% of dioxin air emissions.27  

No Safe Disposal
More than 100 municipal waste incinerators28 
in the U.S. burn 50029 to 60030 million pounds 
of PVC each year, forming dioxins and releas-
ing toxic additives to the air and ash disposed 
of on land. An average of 8,400 landfi ll fi res are 
reported every year in the U.S., contributing fur-
ther to PVC waste combustion and dioxin pol-
lution.31  

As a prime 
feedstock for 
PVC, chlorine 
makes the PVC 
manufacturing 
plants and 
the trains 
that supply 
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PVC Toys Contain 
Dangerous Reproductive 
Toxicants
Infants and children chewing on or playing with 
PVC toys and baby products may be exposed to 
signifi cant quantities of phthalates.32,33  Exposure 
to these chemicals have been linked with many 
signifi cant adverse health problems includ-
ing premature birth delivery34, early puberty in 
girls35, impaired sperm quality and sperm dam-
age in men36,37,38, genital defects and reduced 
testosterone production in boys39,40,41,42,43,44,45,46.  
Other additives, such as lead and cadmium, have 
been documented in children’s toys47 and prod-
ucts such as lunchboxes48.  Short or long–term 
exposure to lead can harm young children, ba-
bies, and even adults.  It can damage the brain 
and nervous system, cause behavior and learn-
ing problems, slowed grown, hearing problems, 
head aches, diffi culties during pregnancy, other 
reproductive problems, and more.49

These risks pose major avoidable legal, fi nan-
cial, regulatory, and reputational liabilities for 
Target. Target has been sued under California 
Proposition 65 law for selling PVC lunchboxes 
and PVC jewelry containing lead.50 

Toxic Toys Outlawed
The European Union and fourteen countries have 
banned the use of phthalates in children’s toys.51  
The City of San Francisco recently passed a ban 
on phthalates in baby toys52, and similar legisla-
tion has been proposed in MN, CA, NY, MD, 
MA, OR, and ME.  Target has four hundred and 
thirteen stores in these seven states.  Legisla-
tion is most likely to pass in California, where 
Target has over two hundred stores that could 
be affected.53  Target has an opportunity to take 
anticipatory action and incorporate compliance 
with these environmental health directives by 

Way off Target 
with Toxic Toys

developing a plan to phase out PVC toys before 
they are forced to do so by different states.

Target Has No Publicly 
Stated Policy on PVC Toys
Target has no publicly stated policy commit-
ments to phase out PVC baby / children’s prod-
ucts and toys. In fact, Target promotes PVC 
usage in baby strollers in their online “stroller 
buying guide”, which could expose infants to 
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toxic phthalates.54 In 1998 Target and other re-
tailers reached a voluntary agreement with the 
U.S. Consumer Product Safety Commission to 
remove phthalate containing teethers, rattles, 
pacifi ers and bottle nipples from store shelves; 
however it is unclear whether or not Target has 
continued to honor that commitment.55  Some 
baby products at Target, such as First Years baby 
cups, are labeled PVC and phthalate free, yet 
most other products have no such labeling.56 

Toxic Toys Sold in Target 
Stores
Examples of PVC in baby / children’s products 
and toys sold at Target include a Baby Ein-
stein discover & play activity gym, Munchkin 
duck bathtub, Fisher-Price soft travel tray, Peg 
Perego prima diner highchair, 5” crib mattress 
with deluxe vinyl cover, 4-sided change pad, 
and the Tiny Love Developlay.57 For the aver-
age consumer, it is extremely diffi cult to identify 
PVC usage in children’s toys and baby products 
since they are not labeled. When we contacted 
Munchkin to determine whether or not their rub-
ber ducky baby bathtub was made out of PVC, 
Munchkin wrote that the bathtub, “is made of a 
material called Polyvinyl Chloride and there is 
no PVC in this product.”58  Responses like these 
are inaccurate and extremely confusing to con-
sumers and underscore the need for retailers like 

Target to take charge of their supply chain and 
phase out PVC.  

Some of the top baby brands sold at Target are 
Amy Coe, BabyBjorn, Baby Einstein, Badger 
basket, Bassett Baby, Britax, Chicco, Classic 
Pooh (Disney), Evenfl o, Fisher Price, Gracco, 
Maclaren, Parents Magazine, Peg Perego, Sim-
plicity, Summer, Tiddliwinks, and Zooper.  Some 
of the top toy brands sold at Target includes 
Bratz, Chicco, Fisher-Price, Hasbro, Leapfrog, 
Lego, Little Tikes, Mattel, Melissa & Doug, 
Playskool, Step2, Lego, and VTech.59  Already, 
some of these companies, such as Chicco, Even-
fl o, and Lego Systems, are committed to phasing 
out PVC.60

Wal-Mart and Other 
Companies are Phasing 
Out PVC 
In July, 2006, Wal-Mart announced plans to im-
mediately stop selling all PVC lined children’s 
lunchboxes, yet Target has made no such similar 
commitment.61   Over ten years ago, European re-
tailer Ikea phased out all PVC toys and switched 
to safer plastics such as polypropylene.62  A 
number of baby and children’s toys manufac-
tures such as Brio, Chicco, Evenfl o, First Years, 
Gerber, International Playthings, Lamaze Infant 
Development, Lego Systems, Sassy, and Tiny 
Love have committed to phase out all PVC toys.  
Other toy manufacturers such as Discovery Toys 
and Manhattan Baby have committed to phase 
out some PVC toys.63 

How Target Can Get Back 
on Track
Target needs to develop publicly stated goals to 
phase out PVC children’s / baby products and 
toys and switch to safer alternatives.  As part 
of these goals, Target should develop an imple-
mentation plan with concrete benchmarks.  Saf-
er alternatives to PVC baby / children’s products 
and toys include products made out of biobased 
materials, polyethylenes, polypropylenes, ther-
moplastic elastomers, and ethylene vinyl acetate 
(EVA).64
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Elevated Levels of 
Dangerous Chemicals in 
the Home
That new shower smell may be toxic to Target 
customers.  In 2001, researchers at the US EPA 
reported that a vinyl shower curtain released 14 
different compounds into the air, including meth-
anol, methlyene chloride, toluene, and phenol, 
which are classifi ed as hazardous air pollutants 
by the 1990 Clean Air Act Amendments.65  In 
2002, the same researchers reported that one new 
vinyl shower curtain in the bathroom, “can cause 
elevated indoor air toxics concentrations…for 
more than a month.” Four air toxics—toluene, 
methyl isobutyl ketone (MIBK), ethylbenzene, 
and phenol—were detected.66  Toluene is listed 
as a developmental toxin, and ethylbenzene is 
listed as a carcinogen, under California Proposi-
tion 65 law.67  Another study by the Danish EPA 
found that vinyl shower curtains contain organ-
otins and high levels of the phthalate DEHP, a 
dangerous reproductive toxicant.68 

Target Has No Policy on 
PVC Shower Curtains
Target has no publicly stated policy commit-
ments to phase out PVC shower curtains.  Target 
sells many shower curtains out of PVC.  Yet, the 
company also sells shower curtains made out of 
safer materials such as EVA plastic, polyester, 
nylon, and cotton.76 

Dozens of PVC Shower 
Curtains Sold at Target
Target sells PVC shower curtains in the Isaac 
Mizrahi, Target Home, and Contemporary Home 

brands. A search on the Target website for “vinyl 
shower curtain” resulted in fi fty seven matches, 
fi fty two PVC curtains and fi ve EVA shower cur-
tains.77 

While Target only offers fi ve shower curtains 
made out of EVA, they sell at least ten times as 
many curtains made out of PVC.  This is unfor-
tunate considering EVA shower curtains perform 
well and are generally cost competitive with 
PVC shower curtains.  Customers have given 
EVA curtains positive reviews on the Target 
website, while they have complained about the 
sickening toxic odors from some PVC shower 
curtains sold at Target.  The EVA shower cur-
tains are equivalent in price or cheaper than 62% 
of the PVC curtains and are cheaper than 19% of 
the PVC curtains.  The EVA shower curtains are 
more expensive than 35% of the PVC shower 
curtains.  In addition to PVC and EVA shower 
curtains, Target also sells shower curtains made 
out of nylon, polyester, and cotton.  These cur-
tains are typically more expensive than most 

Way off Target 
with Vinyl Shower 
Curtains

“When used in 
a bathroom, the 
[PVC] shower 
curtain can 
cause elevated 
indoor air toxics 
concentrations…
for more than a 
month.”
-U.S. 
Environmental 
Protection 
Agency Study
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PVC shower curtains, but are often similar in 
price to some of the more expensive PVC cur-
tains.78  

A larger query for “shower curtain” on the Tar-
get website reveals fi ve hundred and eighty 
matches, although not all of these products are 
actually curtains and most do not appear to be 
readily available in Target stores.  An analysis of 
these curtains and associated products is outside 
the scope of this report.79

No PVC Shower Curtains at 
IKEA for Ten Years
Ikea stopped selling PVC products including 
vinyl shower curtains over ten years ago and 
switched from PVC shower curtains to a safer 
plastic, EVA.80  They also sell shower curtains 
out of nylon and polyester.  Ikea advertises their 
EVA shower curtains as a “chlorine-free plastic 
material, which is an alternative to PVC”.81 

Ikea sells fourteen PVC-free shower curtains.  
Seven curtains are made out of PEVA plastic, a 
PVC-free plastic alternative.  Five curtains are 
made out of polyester and two are polyester / 
cotton blends.82  All of Ikea’s PVC-free shower 
curtains are cost competitive with Target’s PVC 
shower curtains, and many are even cheaper.  
Two of the PEVA shower curtains are cheaper 
than any PVC shower curtain sold at Target, re-
tailing for $1.49 and $2.99. 86% of Ikea’s PEVA 
shower curtains are cheaper than 67% of Target’s 
PVC shower curtains.  79% of Ikea’s PVC-free 
shower curtains are equivalent in price or cheap-
er than 81% of Target’s PVC shower curtains.83

How Target Can Get Back 
on Track
Target needs to develop publicly stated goals to 
phase out PVC  shower curtains and switch to 
safer alternatives.  As part of these goals, Tar-
get should develop an implementation plan with 
concrete benchmarks.  Target should continue 
expand its line of safer PVC-free shower cur-
tains made out of EVA or PEVA plastic, polyes-
ter, nylon, and cotton (organic cotton would be 
preferable).

Target customers have repeatedly com-
plained on Target’s website about strong 
chemical odors being released from Tar-
get’s Isaac Mizrahi brand shower curtains.  
The following list is a sample of complaints 
from Target customers, describing the off-
gassing from Isaac Mizrahi and Hello Kitty 
shower curtains sold at Target.

“The smell of this curtain was honestly UNDE-
SCRIBABLE! Imagine strong paint, mixed with 
formaldehyde, bleach, and other pungent chemicals! 
I still decided to hang it up, but decided to take it 
down after EVERYONE in the house got nau-
seous.”69

“It stunk up the place so bad, I couldn’t sleep the 
night I hung it up.”70  

“I bought this for my 4 year old daughter. It had a 
horrible plastic smell, so I unfolded it and let it sit 
outside for 2 DAYS!! I put it up... and my eyes began 
to tear (not to mention my nose protested against 
the smell). Even my 4 year old didn’t want it! We 
took it back!”71

“I seriously got sick, and my sinuses were swollen 
for a week.”72

“On opening it, I was hit with the strongest plasticky 
[sic] fumes I had ever smelled on a shower cur-
tain…After 48 hours the stench still permeated our 
apartment & hallways.  I had a migraine and felt like 
I was in a nail salon or embalming room.  Handling it 
made my skin tingle and my eyes water.”73

“Man, what a stench.  Permeated the whole house.  
I wish it did not stink so bad.”74

“Don’t buy Isaac Mizrahi vinyl shower curtains.  
You’ll regret it believe me.  They smell so nasty like 
plastic or something.  It will stink up your place even 
if it’s not even there anymore!  It lingers…my eyes 
are still watering, my upper lip feels swollen and my 
nostrils are burning and watering.”75

Customers Sickened 
By Target’s 
PVC Shower Curtains 
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PVC Packaging 
Contaminates and Ruins 
Recyclable Plastics
PVC has a national recycling rate far lower than 
that of other plastic packaging materials com-
monly used such as PET and HDPE. According 
to the American Plastics Council, just 0.7% of 
PVC bottles were recycled in 2004, the most re-
cent year for which data is available. The near 
lack of PVC recycling for consumer product 
packaging compares starkly to recycling rates 
in 2004 of 21.6% for PET plastic bottles and 
25.9% for HDPE bottles.84 According to the As-
sociation of Postconsumer Plastics Recyclers, 
“PVC is a major contaminant to the PET bottle 
recycling stream.”85  

Just one PVC bottle can contaminate and ruin 
a recycling load of 100,000 recyclable PET 
bottles.86  Target’s use of PVC packaging not 
only impacts the recyclability of other plastics, 
as PVC packaging waste usually ends up in in-
cinerators and landfi lls releasing toxic chemicals 
in the air and groundwater. Non-durable goods 
such as PVC packaging make up 71% of the 
PVC found in municipal solid waste in the Unit-
ed States, with over one million tons (two billion 
pounds) disposed of every year.87  

PVC Packaging Restricted 
Around the World
PVC packaging has been banned or restricted in 
a number of countries around the world, such as 
Canada, Czech Republic, Spain, and South Ko-
rea.88  There is proposed legislation in California 
to ban PVC packaging89, where Target has two 
hundred and eleven stores.90

Way off Target 
with Unrecyclable 
Packaging

Target Has No Policy on 
PVC Packaging 
Target has no publicly stated policy to phase out 
PVC packaging.  Target sells a number of prod-
ucts packaged in PVC, such as Target sport look 
styling gel, Luxe bath and body products, Target 
salon series curling and straightening irons, as 
well as many other brand name products such as 
Con Air, Franklin Electronics, Motorola, Nokia, 
Procter & Gamble, and Texas Instruments 
products.91  Many Target products utilize safer 
PVC-free packaging.  Target is a member of the 
Sustainable Packaging Coalition, whose mem-
bership includes a number of companies that are 
phasing out PVC packaging.92

9Way Off Target



Wal-Mart Phasing Out PVC 
Packaging in Two Years  
Target is way behind their main competitor, Wal-
Mart, in addressing PVC packaging.  In October 
of 2005, Wal-Mart committed to eliminating all 
private label PVC packaging in two years, yet 
Target has developed no such policy.93  More 
recently Wal-Mart set up a packaging “score-
card” grading both private label and brand name 
suppliers on the sustainability of their packag-
ing.94  Other companies phasing out PVC pack-
aging include Aveda, Body Shop, Bristol Myers, 
Boots, Crabtree & Evelyn, Dean Foods, Dell, 
Estée Lauder, Evian, H&M, Helene Curtis, 
Hewlett Packard, Ikea, Johnson and Johnson, 
Kiss My Face, Limited Brands (Victoria’s Se-
cret, bath & Body Works), Marks and Spencer, 
Microsoft, Nike, Nokia, SC Johnson, Samsung, 
Sharp, Sony.95 

How Target Can Get Back 
on Track 
Target needs to develop publicly stated goals to 
phase out PVC packaging and switch to safer al-
ternatives.  As part of these goals, Target should 
develop an implementation plan with concrete 
benchmarks.  Safer alternatives to PVC packag-
ing include PLA, PET, HDPE, LDPE, and PP.

Target is way 
behind their 
main competitor, 
Wal-Mart, in 
addressing PVC 
packaging.  In 
October of 
2005, Wal-Mart 
committed to 
eliminating all 
private label 
PVC packaging 
in two years, 
yet Target has 
developed no 
such policy.
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Target may be at risk of losing some of its mar-
ket share as their key competitor, Wal-Mart, 
has developed an ambitious sustainability pro-
gram and made signifi cant commitments, such 
as phasing out PVC in key areas. This should 
be of particular concern to Target as more and 
more consumers are considering the health and 
environmental impact of products that they pur-
chase. Wal-Mart has been moving away from 
PVC because, “more and more studies show that 
PVC has toxins that can pose long-term health 
and environmental risks”.96 

Wal-Mart Phasing Out PVC 
Packaging
On October 24, 2005, Wal-Mart CEO Lee Scott 
announced a major new sustainability initiative 
that included a focus on PVC packaging.  Lee 
Scott stated the company is committed to, “re-
placing PVC packaging for our private brands 
with alternatives that are more sustainable and 
recyclable within the next two years.”97  Since 
then, they have made substantial progress in 
achieving this goal;98 meanwhile Target has 
failed to make a similar commitment.  In Octo-
ber 2006, Wal-Mart announced a new packaging 
scorecard that will grade suppliers on the sus-
tainability of their packaging, and this will like-
ly lead to a reduction in the use of PVC among 
brand name suppliers.99 

Wal-Mart Phased Out PVC 
Lunchboxes
On July 28, 2006 Wal-Mart announced they 
would immediately stop selling all PVC chil-
dren’s lunchboxes, in response to an FDA order 
to remove lead from children’s lunchboxes.  Wal-
Mart went above and beyond the FDA’s request 

Target is Way 
Behind the 
Competition

by not only removing lead but also PVC from 
the lunchboxes; meanwhile Target has failed to 
make a similar commitment.100

Wal-Mart Develops 
Chemicals Policy
On October 30, 2006, Wal-Mart unveiled a broad 
new chemicals policy, restricting the most haz-
ardous chemicals from their consumer products.  
The chemicals policy embraces the “precaution-
ary principle,” and discusses how the company 
will evaluate chemicals in products based on the 
hazards they pose throughout their lifecycle.  It, 
“will immediately focus on chemicals that, with 
regard to hazard, have been identifi ed as known, 
likely, or probable human carcinogens (cause 
cancer), mutagens (damage human or animal ge-
netic material), or reproductive toxicants (dam-
age to a fetus or harm mothers’ or fathers’ ability 
to reproduce. We will also focus on chemicals 
that are persistent (slow to break down in the en-
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vironment), bioaccumulative (build-up in plants 
and animals), and toxic (harmful to various spe-
cies in the environment) and are often referred 
to as PBTs).”  Wal-Mart announced they would 
begin by banning chemicals from their products 
that meet these criteria, beginning with a list of 
twenty chemicals.  While this new chemical’s 
policy did not specifi cally mention PVC, PVC 
meets virtually all of the criteria.101,102,103  

Building Materials
Wal-Mart recognizes PVC is widely used in 
building materials, and is now beginning to ex-
plore PVC-free materials.  Wal-Mart is planning 
to eliminate all PVC roofi ng from its new stores 
and distribution centers104, and switching to a 
safer material, Thermoplastic Poly Olefi n (TPO) 
membrane.   This came after Firestone Building 
Products, Wal-Mart’s supplier, announced Fire-
stone would stop offering PVC roofi ng product 
due to health and environmental hazards.105 Tar-
get has explored TPO roofs but surprisingly ex-
perienced performance issues with the roofi ng106, 
which may be due to improper installation and 
not because of the TPO material, given the ex-
perience of Wal-Mart and Firestone.  According 
to the Healthy Building Network, TPO roofi ng 
is offered by Firestone with the same service and 
guarantees, and at a more competitive price and 
installed cost. 107

At a new experimental store in Aurora, IL, Wal-
Mart has used alternatives to PVC in the fl oor-
ing, irrigation system, cart bumpers, wire and 
cable insulation, ceiling tiles, metal and fi ber-
glass trims and cooler doors. 108

Wal-Mart’s sustainability initiatives around PVC 
and other issues are to be commended and are 
a step in the right direction, however they still 
have signifi cant environmental, human rights, 
and labor issues that the company should ad-
dress as part of its sustainability strategy.

Target may be 
at risk of los-
ing some of its 
market share as 
its key competi-
tor, Wal-Mart, 
has developed 
an ambitious 
sustainability 
program and 
made signifi cant 
commitments, 
such as phasing 
out PVC in key 
areas.

PVC is being reduced and 
phased out by major retailers, 
hospitals, building materials 
companies, electronics, toy, 
and apparel companies.  This 
includes retailers like Costco 
and companies like Adidas, 
Asics, Aveda, Body Shop, 
Boots, Brio, Bristol Myers, 
Carnegie Fabrics, Chicco, 
Consorta, Costco, Crabtree 
& Evelyn, Dean Foods, Dell, 
Evenfl o, Estée Lauder, Evian, 
Firestone Building Products, 
First Years, Gerber, H&M, 
Helene Curtis, Herman Miller, 
Hewlett Packard, Honda, 
Ikea, International Playthings, 
Johnson & Johnson, Kaiser 
Permanente, Kiss My Face, 
Lamaze Infant Development, 
Lego Systems, Limited 
Brands (Bath & Body Works, 
Victoria’s Secret), Marks & 
Spencer, Microsoft, Milliken, 
Nike, Nokia, Puma, Samsung, 
Sassy, SC Johnson, Sharp, 
Shaw, Sony, Tiny Love, 
Toyota, Wal-Mart, and 
Volvo.109

Companies 
Phasing Out the 
Poison Plastic
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As one of the world’s largest retailers, Target 
has a responsibility to sell safe and healthy 
products that are not harmful to customers or 
to the workers and communities where the 
products and packaging are manufactured 
and disposed.  The following recommended 
benchmarks outline how Target can responsibly 
phase out polyvinyl chloride in their products 
and packaging: 

PVC Packaging 
Phase out all private label and brand name 
PVC packaging within 2 years, beginning with 
private label packaging.

PVC Products
Prioritize the phase out of the following private 
label and brand name PVC products within 
three years, beginning with the following 
private label products.

o Baby and children’s products and 
toys (beginning with products 

created for toddlers under three and 
products that can be placed in a 
toddler or child’s mouth).

o Baby care products.

o Shower curtains.

o Food wrap.

o Apparel.

o Tablecloths.

o PVC products containing, lead, 
cadmium, antimony, organotins, 
and/or phthalates (DEHP, DINP, 
DIDP, DBP, DEP).

Phase out all remaining private label PVC 
products within four years.

Develop a plan to phase out all remaining 
brand name PVC products within four 
years.

Getting Back 
on Target

Connecticut Coalition for Environmental Justice
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Implementing the 
Phase Out
Within three months of commitment:

o Notify suppliers of the retailer’s 
plan to phase out PVC in products 
and packaging and require suppliers 
to disclose the presence of PVC 
in products and packaging and 
the specifi c chemical names of 
additives used in individual PVC 
products.  

o Develop scorecards for company 
purchasers identifying products 
commonly packaged or made out of 
PVC 

o Develop specifi cation language for 
PVC-free products and packaging 
for purchasers.

Within one year, communicate intentions to 
phase out PVC packaging and products to 
manufacturers of PVC and signal priority 
categories.

As product contents are identifi ed, label 
products and packaging as “PVC-Free”.
When phasing out PVC, show preference 
for switching to bio-based and other safe 
materials.  Determine the safety of an 
alternative material by considering its 
toxicity to living things (carcinogens, 
endocrine disrupters, mutagens, 
reproductive toxicants, and developmental 
toxicants would not be allowed), its 
persistence in the environment, their 
contamination of our bodies, and its ability 
to increase in concentration in food and in 
people.

If safer alternatives are not yet available for 
specifi c products, encourage suppliers and 
manufacturers to develop safer alternatives, 
taking into consideration their effectiveness 
and environmental impacts.

Marty Aranaydo
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16 Way Off Target



If You are a Shareholder:

Write Target CEO: 
Target’s continued use of PVC poses major legal, fi nancial, and reputational risks to the company, 
which could impact shareholder value. (Contact CHEJ for more information about these liabilities.) 
Please consider sending a letter to the Target CEO to ask the company to establish an environmentally 
responsible PVC phase-out policy.  (See address below.)

If You are a Customer:

1.  Write or Call Target.
Contact Target’s CEO and let him know PVC plastic is out of style and encourage the company to 
develop a timeline to phase out PVC.  Also, let your Target store manager know you’re concerned about 
this issue and encourage them to contact their regional manager and corporate headquarters.  

Take action today!  Send Target a free letter at http://www.pvcfree.org

CALL: 1-800-591-3869    WRITE:
Bob Ulrich, CEO
Target Corporation
1000 Nicollet Mall
Minneapolis, MN 55403

2. Watch a hilarious 3 minute video and learn more. 
Watch the funny animated spoof video about dangerous chemicals in our homes, Sam Suds and the 
Case of PVC, the Poison Plastic, online at http://www.pvcfree.org

3. Spread the word.
Tell your friends and family about PVC’s impact on our health and environment, and encourage them to 
contact Target and watch the new spoof video.  Make copies of this fact sheet and pass them on.

4.   Purchase safer PVC-free products.
Use your consumer power to help shift the market away from PVC products.  Check out our website of 
resources on safe alternatives to PVC at http://www.besafenet.com/pvc/safe.htm 

Avoid products made out of PVC which are labeled “vinyl.”  Look for the number “3” inside or the 
letter “V” underneath the recycling symbol to identify products packaged in PVC. 

Help Target Get 
Back on Track!


