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from local mothers found elevated levels 

of dioxins as high as 30 percent above the 

national average. As a result, community 

members [past and present] suffer from 

all sorts of health problems. 

What about workers in PVC plants?

Studies have linked working in vinyl chlo-

ride production facilities to an increased 

likelihood of developing diseases including 

angiosarcoma of the liver, a rare form of 

liver cancer, brain cancer, lung cancer, 

lymphomas, leukemia and liver cirrhosis. 

In 2004 a PVC plant in Illinois exploded, 

sending a plume of toxic smoke for miles. 

Five workers were killed, four towns were 

evacuated, several highways closed, a no-

fly zone declared, and 300 firefighters from 

27 surrounding communities battled the 

flames for three days.

You are currently urging Target to 

join other retailers in phasing out PVC 

products and packaging. What efforts 

are being made? Have you seen any 

success?

We initially contacted Target in the spring 

of 2006, with a coalition of over 60 health 

and environmental organizations. Unfor-

tunately Target was not very responsive so 

we kicked off a public campaign October 

11th with a national day of action. Nearly 30 

stores all over the country faced demonstra-

tions. Some protesters wore hazmat suits 

and carried a giant, inflatable rubber ducky, 

held signs, handed out flyers to customers 

and delivered letters to store managers. As 

part of this campaign, we also launched 

a major internet campaign at pvcfree.org 

featuring a new spoof video “Sam Suds and 

the Case of PVC, the Poison Plastic.” 

 Other retailers and companies like 

Wal-Mart, Microsoft, Nike, Ikea, H&M, 

Johnson & Johnson, Honda and many 

others have committed to phasing out PVC 

in products and/or packaging. Target has 

responded, indicating they are committed 

to exploring alternatives to PVC. It is a good 

sign, however, we’d like to see real action 

from Target.

I love Sam Suds the Poison Investigator. 

What was the objective in creating the 

animated short? What reactions have 

you received?

I think activists spend too much time 

thinking that if we tell people enough 

facts, they will change. But our message 

often doesn’t get through all of the noise. 

We wanted to create something different, 

interesting, funny and informative. The 

response we’ve received has been incred-

ible and overwhelming. Ever since we 

launched the video, I’ve been swamped 

with phone calls and e-mails from people 

around the world letting us know how 

much they loved the video and are no 

longer going to buy PVC products.

I know that many of our veg and vegan 

readers use PVC products as alterna-

tives to leather (shoes, wallets, belts, 

etc.). Are there safer, less toxic options 

to PVC? 

The good news is that safer, cost-effec-

tive alternatives are readily available for 

virtually every use of the poison plastic. 

Examples of alternatives include natural 

fibers, plant-based plastics, and other 

plastics such as PET, HDPE, LDPE, PEVA 

and EVA. For instance, PVC-free shower 

curtains made out of a safer plastic called 

PEVA or EVA can be purchased at Ikea, 

Target and Bed, Bath and Beyond. 

Is there anything else you would like 

to add?

The solution is to phase out PVC—there is 

really no place for it in the 21st century. Just 

like we’ve worked to stop exposing children 

to lead paint, we must take steps toward 

the next generation in public and health 

policy by getting unnecessary, dangerous 

materials like PVC off the market.  ■

For information visit www.pvcfree.org.
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T
here is one form of activism that 

makes the most far-reaching, 

substantial, and lasting differ-

ence and no other form of activ-

ism can succeed without it. It’s not lobbying 

legislators or influencing corporate CEOs. 

Nor is it direct action or civil disobedience. 

It’s not boycotts or “buycotts” of products. 

It’s not edgy spoof ads or other forms of 

culture jamming. And it’s not protests or 

rallies, either. Even though all of these are 

important and often succeed at achieving 

specific goals, none of them, by itself, 

ultimately creates the kind of change we 

need to save this planet and the billions of 

species residing here. The form of activism 

underlying all others, which has the power 

to save, restore and make this beleaguered 

world humane, is education.

 In order to create a peaceful, sustainable 

and humane world, we need everyone to 

receive a radically different form of educa-

tion than what is the norm. We need the 

next generation to:

• Have knowledge about what is happen-

ing on our planet to people, other species 

and the ecosystems sustaining us all.

• Experience reverence and respect for 

others and a deep understanding that 

we are all connected.

• Know how to think critically and 

creatively and to evaluate all informa-

tion intelligently.

• Appreciate that their lives have the 

capacity to make a difference through 

their individual choices, life’s work and 

activism.

If this education were offered to every child, 

teenager and college student, we would create 

a generation with the knowledge, wisdom 

and ability to make sane and humane choices 

for the future. This education would inocu-

late such a generation against blind belief in 

anyone or thing, including talk show hosts, 

preachers and politicians. It would lift the 

veils of ignorance, fear, materialism and 

self-righteous anger. It would protect this 

generation from being overly susceptible to 

advertising or the latest fads. It would foster 

courage, honesty and compassion, paving 

the way for real solutions.

 This education is rare, so we need to 

promote it. I have no illusions that this is 

an easy form of activism. But if this form 

of education begins to take root in our 

schools and universities, and in all the ways 

in which we each participate in lifelong 

learning, it will spread rapidly because 

it will provide the best path for the safest 

and healthiest futures for everyone.

 This education is called humane educa-

tion, humane meaning, as Webster’s New 

World Dictionary defines it, “having what 

are considered the best qualities” of human 

beings. Its goal is to create a generation 
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of people with the knowledge, commit-

ment, skills and wisdom to bring about 

positive changes doing the most good, the 

least harm and systematically solves the 

pressing issues of our time. But knowing 

its name means nothing unless more of us 

commit to spreading it. 

 When you think about what role you are 

going to play in change making, please add 

to your repertoire teaching. Write letters 

to the editor about the need for humane 

education at all levels of learning. If more 

of us ground our actions for positive change 

in humane education, those actions will 

be more successful and more far-reach-

ing. And if more of us turn our attention 

directly to promoting humane education, 

we will begin to see a profound and positive 

shift in all aspects of society.  ■

Zoe Weil is president of the Institute for 

Humane Education (IHE) and author 

of The Power and Promise of Humane 

Education and Above All, Be Kind. IHE 

offers the only distance-learning M.Ed. 

and Certificate program in comprehensive 

humane education in the U.S. Visit www.

HumaneEducation.org.


