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Quick Reference Guide to Common Chemical Terms

Bioaccumulation: Is where a chemical’s structure and bonds are so strong that they cannot be broken down. Chemicals that bioaccumulate then build up in animals and plant tissue and then move up the food chain. DDT is an example of a chemical that bioaccumulates and that is why it is still found in traces of Australian women’s breastmilk although it was banned over 30 years ago.

Biodegradability: Is the process where materials are broken down into their most basic, harmless parts either through heat, time or age and through microorganisms. 

Eutrophication: Where excessive nutrients, particularly nitrates and phosphates, enter waterways and promote excessive algal growth. The algae then dies and is digested by microorganisms that remove oxygen from the waterway resulting in insect and fish death. 

Outgassing: Is the process where materials release fumes as they age. Materials that have been identified as outgassing include plywood, high density wood and water-based and acrylic paints. 

pH: Is a measure of the acidity of a chemical. It is measured on a scale of 0 – 14, with 7 being neutral. Vinegar and lemon are very acid, whereas washing soda and baking soda are very basic. 

Synergism: when two or more chemicals act together to cause greater harm than the sum of the two individual chemicals

VOCs: Volatile Organic Compounds include a range of solvents that contribute to ground-level air pollution and have been linked to causing respiratory disease. They are found in paints and can outgas from foam furnishings and some plywoods and high density composite products.
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