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The presenters are Danielle Siembieda and Anya Deepak.

Danielle Siembieda-is an artist that has been working Department of the Environment to 
educate artists on being safe and keeping their environment safe while making art.

Anya Deepak-is an environmentalist at the Department of the Environment. This city 
department creates visionary policies and innovative programs that promote social equity 
and protect human health. Their divisions: zero waste, energy efficiency, clean air, climate, 
toxics reduction, etc. The toxics reduction group works on minimizing exposure and risks to 
hazardous substances and practices. Some of the programs we work on are: Healthy Nail 
Salon program, green custodial cleaning program and green business program.

A few years ago Danielle was in an MFA program where she shared a studio with half a 
dozen other artists. While they were all working on something different they were sharing 
the same resources, breathing in each others toxic fumes and piling up waste. When she 
questioned my colleagues about what they knew about the materials they were working 
with and if there could be a better way to deal with them, they responded with 
ambivalence, lack of knowledge and curiosity.

Which led her to creating the project Art Inspector: Saving the Earth by Changing Art. This 
project intended to transform the art economy into one that demanded and produced 
artworks that were made in a Healthy Art manner. She used a three tiered model for 
change including Healthy Art Workshops, Green Certification and Healthy Art Reform.

So when Department of the Environment contacted her and asked to start doing these 
workshops, it was a natural fit. All the resources you will see today can be found at this 
URL: sfenvironment.org/artists
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As artists, you often work with different media. 
Think about what your media is like…what do you regularly use in art making? 
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A common material for paint prep is Gesso. Often it is used to create textures and 
patterns with stencils.
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Gessos can contain volatile organic compounds. (Volatile Organic Compounds (VOCs) are 
gases emitted from certain solids or liquids. Art materials can release organic compounds 
for varying periods of time. 
Gesso also contain Titanium dioxide and lead.
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Pigments are what give everything color. Organic pigments come from organic 
sources like plants and animals. Eg: Bone char, madder root, carmine
Inorganic pigments come from the earth and from rocks like lapis lazuli which is 
Ultramarine, Cadmium, Iron Oxide.
Pigments are used to give color to gesso, paints, mediums and varnishes
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Solvents are used to manipulate and lift paint and other medium off the canvas. 
They are also used to clean up the brushes, knives, palette and the studio.
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Varnishes are used to seal in the art work and protect it from the elements. You 
could also use varnishes for collages
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Range of health effects have been recorded: Carcinogens (directly involved in 
causing cancer) or mutagens (changes the DNA thus increasing the frequency of 
mutations).
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Even materials that are considered safe can become harmful if they are used in an 
unconventional manner. 
How many of you are rule breakers? Experimenters? Rebels? As creatives we don't always 
use materials in the way things are intended.
Materials that come in the way of that will get abused.
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I would like to narrate the story of Aralia Diana Rose – an artist who started 
developing multiple chemical sensitivities while working with oils and acrylics. She 
was working as a teacher at the time and had to give that up. She had to give up 
painting, something she had been doing since the age of 12 and teach herself to 
work with other media like pencils and gouache.
You might have to start thinking about what these materials are doing to you down 
the road. So what can you do about it?
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These labels are not telling us everything we need to know.

Imagine going to an art store and all the packaging just says, "Art Materials". It does not say 
if it is paint, medium, oil, solvent, just that it is art materials. They all come in the same 
bottle and are in an all white plastic packaging, so you cannot tell what is what. How would 
you buy your material?

Even though you cannot imagine a situation this bizzare, this is exactly the world we live in 
right now…as far as health effects go.

No label is perfect. Even the ones that you see all over your art materials could be very 
arbitrary and do not always mean what they say.
The toxicology studies required do not always get done once in 5 years and some times 
never at all.
There are huge data gaps even in children's products.

Look at a couple of art materials. What kind of information do you get?
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You might have lost heart and think this battle is lost. But don't be a faintheart
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You might think since everything seems to be hazardous, you can just use it like you 
have been and nothing will happen to you. Don’t be a braveheart
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You might think, "I am willing to suffer for my art. I don't care about my health.“ 
Don't be a m'art'yr.
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This amazing artist, Linda Beeman believes that neither you nor the earth needs to 
suffer for art. She tapped in to her passion for protecting watersheds, rivers and the 
Great Lakes and let it influence her art. Her process is safer and has taken about five 
years (to develop).
Does this feel overwhelming? Don't worry. You can learn to navigate through this 
and it might not take you 5 years to develop
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Do you know what upstream and downstream means?

There are a lot of upstream effects of making art: cutting down wood for paper and 
boards, sourcing pigments and petrochemicals, manufacturing them and 
distributing them.

There are a lot of downstream effects of making art: Inappropriate disposal 
methods, washing away of chemicals, accidental spills.

You might think that using these materials only affects one's personal health. This 
couldn't be further from the truth. The Life Cycle of an artwork can have negative 
effects on personal, community and environmental health. Sometimes, these 
effects can be noticed immediately and sometimes they take years to manifest.

The materials you put out there are here to stay long after you are gone, in your 
painting, in the waste water, in fishes, in birds and people who live around you.

Even if you have no control over the production and distribution of your materials, 
you can control their downstream journey.

You can make sure you are not placing any art materials in the 3 bins or pouring 
them down the drain.
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Let’s look at how we evaluate products.
Let us see what makes or breaks a product. Think of an art materials that you love and one 
that did not work at all for you. Now think WHY?
Can you rank them?
What do you think is the most important attribute.
See where toxicity of the material ranks in your mind. If it didn’t show up, it just tells you 
that you need to think about toxicity too.

Most art materials deal in Chemistry.
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Let us look at this picture.
The solvent has metallic driers in them which are very toxic.
Boiled linseed oil is a poison
The Flake White and this Naples Yellow oil color contains lead carbonate - which is a 
persistant pollutant. Research shows it can be a reproductive toxicant and a carcinogen.
The gold oil color can cause anemia, liver and nervous system damage.
The rinse solution is a soup of these chemicals and cannot be poured down the drain or 
thrown in the trash.

Let's see how acrylic colors look.
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Acrylic colors give a false sense of security because they do away with the solvents. You can 
use water as a solvent while working with acrylics.
But this color here is pigment suspended in an unknown polymer emulsion.
Ammonia is a corrosive irritant
Formaldehyde is a human carcinogen
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If by now, you are thinking that water colors are your safest options, you might be 
surprised to know that water color is pigment mixed with binders like gum arabic, 
plasticizers, brighteners, humectants, fillers and ONLY a small amount of water.
This cadmium red has a Prop 65 warning on it. Anyone know what that means?
Cadmium red pigment contains carcinogenic compounds. It does not matter what 
vehicle it is used with: oil, polymers, water, eggs, etc.
The rinse water has the same pigments, which again cannot find themselves down 
the drain.
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How many of you work with encaustics? It is wax and resin saturated with pigment. 
Encaustic colors might not have the solvent or the rinse water problem.
But heating the wax to a smoking point can release acrolein and formaldehyde.
Acrolein is a strong skin, eye and throat irritant and formaldehyde is a carcinogen.
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Which of these seems less toxic?
Turpentine comes from pine. Turpentine is extremely harmful as it may causes 
asthma and is a skin irritant.
Spike of Lavender oil comes from lavender flowers.
So when we say, "Do not use turpentine as a solvent. Use Spike of Lavender Oil.” we 
are just saying that it is safer to use and has lesser health effects than turpentine 
and not that it is non toxic.
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When it comes to solvents, turpentine is extremely harmful as it may cause asthma 
and is a skin irritant.
Odorless Mineral Spirits are not less toxic just because they don't give off the same 
kind of fumes. OMS contains naphtha and hydrocarbons that are also toxic.
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So even your favorite materials could be toxic to you, your family and the environment. But 
don’t panic. We have a factsheet with a list of products to avoid. This is not a 
comprehensive list, but it helps you start evaluating products well.
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Look at the last page of the factsheet to see what products to avoid. Find it here: 
http://sfenvironment.org/sites/default/files/fliers/files/sfe_th_safer_art_products_
and_practices_factsheet.pdf

If you took a look at it now, you can see that for brush cleaners, you should avoid solvent 
based cleaners like turpentine.
For paints, try hue colors instead of these. Hue colors are also much more economical than 
using paints with heavy metals.
This might be overwhelming. There may be chemical names you might have never heard 
before and what's more, you cannot just turn the bottle and look at the ingredients. Except 
for hues (it is right there on the tube/bottle), you have to get the list of ingredients from 
the manufacturer.
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Most manufacturers will have their Safety Data Sheets on their website. This is what 
we use to determine if the art material has hazardous ingredients in it. This is not a 
perfect system since manufacturers need not disclose ingredients and these are not 
strictly professional material. But, it is our chance to control our buying decision a 
little bit more.

You might have an MSDS binder in your studio with all the sheets in it.
If not, you can usually find SDSs or MSDS (they are used interchangeably) on the website of 
manufacturers and retailers. Look for information on Safety or Hazard about the product 
and you should get to it.
It has many sections. For today, let's stick to the hazardous ingredients, which will be one 
of the sections.
If the list of ingredients are listed, it is easy to compare with this factsheet and know what 
to avoid.
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If you wanted to get to the root of it, here is something you can do:
Look up an ingredient from the SDS. 
Look for the CAS number in CHEMHAT.org 
Created for worker health, so any workers can know what they are exposed to. So keep in 
mind that its not just for artist setting

[If the CAS number is not there, look at the CI in 
http://www.artiscreation.com/Color_index_names.html#.U-vzzMVdU1J and then look 
up chemHAT.org]
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It will tell you what is toxic or hazardous and what you should protect yourself with
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A great proponent of using SDSs before making art, Roopa Dudley also believes what goes 
around comes around.
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But what if there are no ingredients listed?
Don't lose your head.
You should look for some other items on the sheet or the packaging itself.

Does it have a pigment Color Index number?
Does it have some flammability, reactivity, poison, corrosivity warning?
Does it come with a warning or a caution?
Does it reference Prop 65?

If you look at the Safety Data Sheet and see no ingredients are listed, does that mean it is 
safe to use?
Probably not. There could be many reasons ingredients are not listed: not enough research 
done, its less than 1%, old SDS.
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You should definitely start at sfapproved.org to see which products are safer to use.
And then... if it is still not clear, you can always count on us to help. Always can reach out to 
us.
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So as you can see it is not just the products that need to change, it is also our 
practices. Our techniques and our habits. Here are some tips:

39



Most brushes can be cleaned with soap and water. Some brushes may require special 
cleaning care. Refer to manufacture’s instruction.
Do not rub/swirl brushes with pigment on the palm of your hand when cleaning with soap 
or brush cleaner. Use a palette or non reactive surface.

Use a rag to wipe off excess paint on the brush
Use oils like linseed or walnut to clean brushes
Avoid using solvents whenever possible. If you must use solvents, use brush cleaning tank 
to reduce exposure and to minimize amount of solvent used. Keep covered when not in 
use.
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Gwen’s pieces show the environment with an emphasis on water. When painting 
with acrylics, She lets her waste water sit until all the large pigment particles settle 
to the bottom. We realize this might not be very practical, but it is an option.
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Like Gwen does, you can collect the rinse water and let the paint settle to the 
bottom. If the water evaporates, you should have something like this after a while.
You can make art out of this. A cool collage or paintball that really hurts!

If you aren't interested, you can take this to Recology's dump and dispose as 
hazardous waste. Same goes for used solvent and any paint sludge.
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No art materials should be poured down the drain, or put in the trash, recycling or 
composting bins. 

Chemicals in trash accumulated in the landfill can leach in to the ground water and 
the soil.
Many of these chemicals and the size of the chemicals are not suitable to be 
removed by the bacteria in the waste water treatment facility. So if poured down 
the drain, they make it in to the waterways or soil.

Edible crops are grown in this soil and water, birds, animals, fish and critters live in 
the waterways. 
Pigments, solvents and oils can be persistent and accumulate in all animals and in 
the environment.
They are impacted, we are impacted.

Unusable art materials (paints, rags, rinse water) must be treated as hazardous 
waste. Call this number for Recology (SF’s waste management company) and make 
an appointment to dispose of your art waste, electronic waste and other hazardous 
wastes.

And if you are an amateur artist, call 330 1405. These numbers are on your 
factsheet.
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Danielle:
Use products with no hazard labels. When you look at the label. If it says flammable, 
Corrosive, Caution, Warning, Prop 65 (These products contain chemicals that may cause 
cancer, birth defects or other reproductive harm.)...avoid them.
Ofcourse this does not mean that if nothing is mentioned, it is safe to use. You need to be 
aware and conscious of what you are using.
[Pick up a can of spray paint and show them where to look for it]
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Choose materials which do not create dusts, sprays, vapors, or fumes which can be 
inhaled, or which will result in excessive skin contact.
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Instead of priming your surfaces, use pre-primed canvas or boards to reduce 
exposure to toxic chemicals that we talked about in grounds or sizes. You can start 
making art sooner.
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Avoid drinking and eating in the studio space. Food and drink kept near your art 
material can become contaminated with small toxic particles that may be harmful 
to your health.
Now I am sure you can’t resist some good ol hetch hecth standing on your table. 
Have a place designated for the closed bottle so you don’t pick up the wrong one 
and make sure the art material is labeled so no one else picks it up either.

47SFEnvironment.org/artist #SafeArt



Always wash your hands and under fingernails thoroughly after you work on your art. Parts 
of the material can accumulate under nails and might not be easy to spot.
Or maybe have no fingernails.
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Avoid working with dry/powdered ingredients. If you must work with dry ingredients make 
sure to use nitrile gloves, eye goggles, aprons, dust masks and/or appropriate respirators if 
possible.

[Obviously, this is not something everyone can do. So the least you can do is wear the 
personal protective equipment for the specific product you are using. See the list of 
products to avoid. There is a column for Personal Protective Equipment.]
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This is an N95 mask: N stands for not resistant to oil and 95 stands for the % of 
particulate matter it blocks from you inhaling. This number could stand for the 
masks or the respirators filters.
When working with oils, use a R95.

51



Ofcourse, that dust mask would not protect you from vapors. So if you work with materials 
that give off fumes and vapors, you might need a respirator.
This is a respirator with a cartridge and filters. Details of what to use is on the fact sheet. 
You need a doctor to get this fitted for you.

When working with asthmagens or carcinogens, use the N100 or HEPA (High-
efficiency particulate air) cartridges.
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If skin exposure to paint and solvents is inevitable, wear gloves and long sleeves. If for 
some reason that is not possible, apply barrier creams such as Kerodex 71, Marienne’s skin 
safer, Gloves in a bottle, EZ Air, etc to your hands and under fingernails.
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Keep separate work clothes and wash them separately.
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Listen to your body and look for signs of exposure and damage such as frequent 
headaches, dizziness, rash, nausea.
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Eliminate all sources of ignition such as flames, lit cigarettes, and hot plates with 
exposed elements
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Use a metal cabinet or fire proof storage for flammable materials

58



Rags soaked in linseed oil or poppy oil can spontaneously combust. Store all soaked rags in 
an airtight metal container or soak in water. When disposing of them, first soak in water 
and seal in a plastic bag.
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Secure solvents in air tight containers to prevent evaporation. This applies to 
anything that will evaporate.
Keep all art supplies properly labeled and securely stored, sealed and out of reach of 
children and pets
Even "non toxic" art materials are not safe for kids or pets unless specifically designed with 
them in mind
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Floors, tables, and shelving should be made of materials which can be readily 
cleaned.
Use a vacuum with a HEPA filter or wet mop your studio to reduce exposure to 
harmful dust particles; do not sweep as this only moves dust around and increases 
the risk of inhaling it.
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Keep a clean space: There will be better air flow, better chi flow and it will be easier to 

maintain. Professional Artist magazine recently went in search of the
most inspirational art studios across the country and chose Tracy Weinzapfel's studio 

as the most organized. Tracy also makes it a point to use what she has (i.e. bubble 
wrap for texture; repurpose napkins, paper, etc)
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When using aerosol products (spray-paints, adhesives, varnishes), work in a spray 
booth
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There is no ideal ventilation unit suited for all art making. If you do not work with 
solvents, carcinogens, waxes or fine powders, general ventilation will be sufficient. 
Release contaminated air by opening windows, and doors. For improved air 
circulation, have windows/doors on opposite walls open. This is an example of bad 
vs good ventilation.
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If you do work with anything that release volatile compounds in the air or 
particulate matter, you need a ventilation system. You also need one if your space 
does not naturally accommodate free exchange of air. Consider investing in 
mechanical ventilation with source reduction. Get an industrial engineer to design 
one for your space and your art materials and your techniques. You can also work 
from a professional studio that has ventilation installed like this one.
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If all of this feels like too much work to make art, you can always change the idea on its 
head.
One of the many forms of art Hollie makes is a Dewdle.
She goes to her park in Chattanooga and creates these beautiful ephemeral masterpieces 
that do not use any materials.
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As you have seen, all these "green" artists have taken control of their medium and 
shown that you can be safe around art materials and use better products. We have 
a cheat sheet in the fact sheet of things to avoid when you buy materials. Take this 
with you when you go to the store. And if your dog ate your factsheet, go to our 
website and get it there.
You can also check sfapproved.org on your phone while at the store to help you buy 
safer products.
The more you learn the more in control you can be of what kind of artist you want 
to be. You are in the driver's seat now.
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You can try new green products and see if you like how they work.

All these products on this table are approved for use. 

We have a few products here on that table for you to take home and try. There are coupons 
you can use to buy art materials. Let us know what you think. If you take a product, put 
your name on the list and we will contact you to see how well it worked for your purpose.
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If they do not work, demand greener products from your favorite manufacturers. 
No one wants an unhappy customer!
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Share the message...tell you friends, fellow artists and family about what you learn. 
Promote the good manufacturers.
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When art is made in a safer way, you are making a statement.
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There are so many things you can do starting today. But don’t get overwhelmed. If 
you decide, I am going to use solvent free materials, wear gloves and not work with dry 
pigments, that can be where you start. You will have to work it in with your way of making 
art. If that feels comfortable, you build on it. Pick 3 things you can do.
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Let your green show. Brand yourself and show off your green badge. Show everyone 
that you are a warrior for mother earth.
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Build a green community.

Share best practices and go shopping together. Share your knowledge of materials with 
each other so better informed healthier choices can be made.

Be a champion

Imagine a world where art materials will be less hazardous, you do not have to 
second guess every mixed media decision you make and you can breathe easier 
knowing that the manufacturers have provided you with the best possible product 
that will help you live a long and successful life.

This world is very close by...it is waiting for you to reach out and touch it.
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Our website sfenvironment.org/artist has all these resources and so does your 
factsheet. We will be glad to look in to products for you and see if they are safe to 
use and what precautions should be used. Thank you for coming to this workshop 
today. 

If you want this free workshop to be conducted at your studio, contact us at 415 
355 3766.

If you want to keep in touch with the goings on at the department of the 
environment, go to sfenvironment.org

Thank you.
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