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My storyAbout the author

Nicole is a woman of passion, and her passion lies in environmental 
medicine. She first became involved in building biology when she began 
to notice the extent to which the environment was causing illness in many 
of her patients. Nicole is a building biologist, bestselling author, former 
president of the Australasian Society of Building Biologists, principal of 
the Australian College of Environmental Studies and PhD candidate. 
She has published in peer reviewed journals, has written extensively for 
Body+Soul newspaper, is regularly consulted by the media to discuss 
electromagnetic fields, allergens (mould) and chemicals in household 
products, and has lectured for almost three decades at various tertiary 
institutions, and at various medical conferences in Australia and abroad 
about environmental health issues.  Nicole and her husband Mark sold 
their home to establish a manufacturing facility to create the abode® 
cleaning products and It’s Your Body® personal care products which 
were developed from the ground up for people with skin and chemical 
sensitivities.

Thirty years ago, I enrolled to study naturopathy and acupuncture. 
Despite completing eight years training at university as well as 

pursuing further studies in Traditional Chinese Medicine in Guangzhou, 
China in the early 1990s, surprisingly the environment was not covered 
in my studies in any great detail. After several years in clinical practice, 
however, it became apparent to me that my training did not equip me 
with the knowledge or the skills that I needed to treat patients with 
asthma, eczema or allergies, or those suffering from chronic conditions 
affecting multiple organ systems, because changing the patient’s diet or 
giving them a bag full of supplements was never going to get to the cause 
of their complaint.
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Two events occurred simultaneously  
in my life that would take my career  

in a radical new direction. 

“I was greeted by the smell 
of dampness which was the 

result of a serious mould issue 
in the boys’ bedroom.”

1. The first was a house visit to two young brothers who I had been 
treating for two months for recurrent colds and flus. Upon entering their 
home, I was greeted by the smell of dampness which was the result of 
a serious mould issue in the boys’ bedroom. Upon relocating to a new 
home, their symptoms dramatically improved and within three months 
the boys were free of the illness that had afflicted them since birth.  
I subsequently began to ask my patients about their home and their 
proximity to sources of electromagnetic fields, mould, pollens, dust 
mites and chemicals, and was surprised at how often their condition 
was influenced in some way by their home.

2. The second event, or series of events, centred around moving into our 
first home. Within days of moving into the home, my husband and I 
had difficulty sleeping and within twelve months I experienced my first 
miscarriage. Of course I hadn’t even considered that our home could be 
the problem – why would I? Over the years the number of miscarriages 
continued to rise. Within seven years, I experienced ten miscarriages 
and the numerous specialists we saw were at a loss to explain why this 
was so. We were simply told to keep trying. My circumstances changed 
when I was diagnosed, by a reproductive immunologist in the USA, as 
having an immune disorder. In short, my immune system would wipe out 
a foetus in much the same way it would keep cancer cells at bay. During 
this time I discovered that we were sleeping in a high level magnetic 
field arising from the meter panel on the wall on the other side of the 
bed head, the level of traffic-related air pollutants would triple in the 
bedroom during peak hour (we lived adjacent to an intersection), and 
there was geopathic stress directly beneath the bed. We subsequently 
relocated to the back bedroom. When I next fell pregnant (we didn’t 
qualify for IVF so all of my pregnancies were naturally conceived),  
I undertook a course of treatment to suppress my immune system – it 
worked and I gave birth to my twins in January 2007. Later that year we 
sold the house and relocated to another suburb. In August 2009 after 
sustaining a ‘normal’ pregnancy without the need for any treatment,  
I gave birth to my third child – my daughter Charlotte. 

Charlotte, Sidney and Flynn, January 2012.



My goals  
for this book

Nicole Bijlsma,  
Healthy home expert

1. Educate consumers so they can 
make an informed choice about  
the products they buy, and show 
them how to live in a technological 
world whilst reducing their exposure 
to harmful forms of radiation  
and chemicals. 

2. Provide clinicians with the 
knowledge and the skills to  
diagnose and treat patients  
with environmental sensitivities.

3. To enhance the profile of building 
biology in Australia, so that by 2025 
it becomes a mainstream medical 
modality utilised by most clinicians.

This book is a compilation of fifteen 
years of research. Within its pages,  
you will discover how your home  
may affect your health and, the  
simple steps to create a healthy home.  

Healthy Home | Healthy Family

As I sifted through the research, three things became apparent: firstly, 
there was an incredible amount of information about the health hazards 
in the built environment that was documented in the scientific literature. 
Secondly, corporations with vested interests had a significant influence 
in the way exposure standards for chemicals and electromagnetic fields 
were established and regulated. Lastly, there were various governmental 
and non-governmental agencies in various countries around the world 
willing to tackle these issues; unfortunately, Australia was not one of them. 

My research into environmental health, changed my buying behaviour 
and the way I saw the world. It showed me why I needed to conduct 
house visits and provided the key to helping many of my patients with 
chronic illnesses who had been written off by the medical establishment. 
Moreover, it gave me the insight as to how I could finally sustain a 
viable pregnancy (after ten miscarriages) which culminated in the birth 
of my three healthy children. As a result of these experiences, in 1999, I 
established the Australian College of Environmental Studies (RTO 21740) 
which provides nationally accredited training in Building Biology and 
Feng Shui, which subsequently gave rise to the Australasian Society of 
Building Biologists and Association of Feng Shui Consultants. 

Like many of you, it’s been a long and rocky road, but I wouldn’t change 
it for anything because once you know, you cannot unknow!  

8 9
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Testimonials

Nicole is a passionate woman on a crucial mission to enlighten a 
sleeping population to the devastating consequences of our modern 
life. Be guided by Nicole’s vast experience, expert advice and clear 
instructions for making the essential changes to reduce exposure  
to the chemical soup of chemicals, microbes and electromagnetic 
frequencies. This book is mandatory reading for my patients.

Dr Penny Caldicott (Medical practitioner, President of Australasian 
Integrative Medicine Association)

Whether we buy or rent, our home is the most important financial 
and health investment we will ever make. Our living spaces play a vital 
role in ensuring our health and wellbeing, yet information about this 
role is complex, not widely available, or taught to health practitioners. 
This highly informative text is truly an essential guide for every home. 
Based on years of diligent research, this book explains how our homes 
influence our health and provides simple practical advice on how to 
create a healthy home and healthy family.

Professor Marc Cohen (School of Health and Biomedical Sciences,  
RMIT University)

Nicole is the most passionate, well informed and morally responsible 
professional I have had the privilege to meet in my 22 years in the 
complementary health industry. Her book reflects her knowledge, 
passion for the truth, and for the wellbeing of all people on so many 
different levels. 

Dr Anne Small (Integrative medical practitioner) 

As a doctor specialising in nutritional and environmental medicine, 
there is no point treating a patient with supplements or medication if 
they are breathing in a toxic soup of chemicals, toxins and bathing in 
electromagnetic fields. This book is for everyone who cares about their 
health, and a must read, not only for doctors in the field, but for every 
health professional.  

Dr Janet Kim (Integrative medical practitioner)



Introduction

Is your house  
making you sick?

By the time people find out about me and my services, they have 
spent a considerable amount of time and money trying to figure out 
why they are sick. It’s a lonely journey for many, as they jump from 
one practitioner to another, accumulating multiple diagnoses over the 
years or even worse, ostracized from their family and labelled with a 
mental illness. The system desperately wants to contain their woes with 
a nice neat label so it can justify treating their symptoms with drugs or 
vitamins, however patients with chronic diseases like Chronic Fatigue 
Syndrome don’t fit into this system because it is not geared to identify 
the cause of their illness.

16 17
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Figure: the role of the environment in oxidative stress and inflammation.7

The home, unfortunately, is the last place most people or clinicians 
think about when it comes to disease despite the fact we spend 

most of our time living in it. 

What if your home was making you sick or 
preventing your kids from reaching their  
full potential? 

What if you were inadvertently causing your 
family harm through the products you buy? 

Okay, so you are aware of the problems with asbestos, lead paint and 
bisphenol A in plastic baby bottles. What more can there be? Just take a 
look at the number of pages and references (891) in this book and you’ll 
get a glimpse of the magnitude of the problem. 

Poor indoor air quality, harmful electromagnetic fields, condensation 
and/or mould-related problems will affect most homes at some point in 
their history. Let’s look at the statistics. Breathing outdoor air in Australia 
kills more people than the road toll, and indoor air is estimated to be at 
least five times more polluted than outdoor air.1,2,3 Remarkably, most of 
this air pollution comes from the home’s proximity to known hazards like 
traffic-related air pollution, or internally from the chemicals outgassing 
from the building materials, furnishings and from everyday products 
because most of these chemicals have never been tested for their 
impact on human health. In the past twenty years, we have bathed our 
homes, schools and workplaces with man-made electromagnetic fields 
which have been classified by the International Agency for Research on 
Cancer as ‘possibly carcinogenic to humans’.4,5 Furthermore, a recent 
Australian report identified almost half of new ‘energy efficient’ homes 
in cool temperate climates experience condensation and mould-related 
problems by their first winter6 because the building code focuses on 
thermal efficiency, and fails to consider the buildup and movement of 
water vapour through the building envelope. This is a huge problem 
because most asthmatics are allergic to mould, and one quarter of the 
population cannot produce antibodies to mould, which means every 
time they go into a water-damaged building, it results in persistent 
inflammation in their brain and body. Many will be misdiagnosed with 
Chronic Fatigue Syndrome because most doctors and natural therapists 
have no awareness or training in environmental medicine.  

Since the completion of the Human Genome Project in 2003, it has 
become evident that the environment – not our genes – plays centre 
stage, and that oxidative stress and low-grade chronic inflammation 
is largely responsible for most chronic diseases. Unfortunately, much 
of this information has not (yet) been translated into medicine or 
natural therapies. What is required therefore, is a radical shift in the 
way clinicians approach disease by focusing on quantifying the level 
of oxidative stress and inflammation unique to each patient and, more 
importantly, focusing on addressing the CAUSE(S) of the inflammation 
(stress, diet, environment, lifestyle, drugs, infection etc) by undertaking 
a comprehensive exposure history (this has been the focus of my 
PhD). Only by doing this, can the revolution in personalised medicine  
truly begin.



21

Healthy Home | Healthy Family

Questions that need to be asked

If you answer YES to any of the following 
questions, there’s a possibility that your 
home could be affecting your health.

1. Do you suffer from persistent headaches, recurrent  
colds or flu like symptoms, asthma, or allergies like 
hayfever, eczema and sinusitis? 

2. Do you have trouble sleeping?

3. Do you experience persistent daytime fatigue  
regardless of the amount of sleep you get?

4. Have you been diagnosed with Chronic Fatigue 
Syndrome, Electromagnetic Hypersensitivity,  
Multiple Chemical Sensitivity or Chronic  
Inflammatory Response Syndrome?

5. Do you have a chronic neurodegenerative disease  
for which there is no known cause?

6. Did your symptoms begin when you moved into  
the house? 

7. Did your existing symptoms get worse when  
you moved into your house?

8. Do your symptoms improve when you go on  
holidays or are away from the house? 

Below is a list of diseases that could be triggered by health hazards in 
the home. If you have any of these illnesses, you should seek the advice 
of an experienced integrative practitioner (www.acnem.org) or natural 
therapist in the field of environmental medicine.

Diseases
Allergens Chemicals

Electro-
magnetic  

fields

Drinking  
water

Chp 2 Chp 3 Chp 4 Chp 5

Allergies • • •
Asthma • •
Bronchitis (recurrent) •
Cancer (brain, breast, testicular) • •
Chronic fatigue syndrome • • • •
Chronic inflammatory response syndrome • • • •
Eczema • • • •
Electromagnetic hypersensitivity •
Fatigue (persistent) • • • •
Fibromyalgia • • •
Flu-like symptoms (persistent) • • •
Hayfever •
Headaches (persistent) • • •
Infertility • •
Insomnia (sleep disturbances) • •
Learning and behavioural disorders • • • •
Lung problems (persistent) • •
Migraine headaches • • •
Multiple chemical sensitivity •
Muscle aches and joint pains (persistent) • • •
Neurodegenerative disorders • • •
Postural orthostatic tachycardia syndrome • •
Sick building syndrome • •
Sinusitis • •

20
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Idiopathic (no known cause) environmental intolerances include 
various diagnoses ranging from Chronic fatigue syndrome (CFS), Myalgic 
encephalomyelitis (ME), Chronic inflammatory response syndrome 
(CIRS), Electromagnetic hypersensitivity (EHS), Fibromyalgia (FM), Multiple 
Chemical Sensitivity (MCS), Sick Building Syndrome (SBS) and Systemic 
exertion intolerance disease (SEID). 

Are these environmental sensitivities the same disease?

The synergistic interplay between electromagnetic fields and chemicals 
may explain why many electromagnetic hypersensitivity sufferers exhibit 
sensitivities to chemicals, and patients with Multiple Chemical Sensitivity 
exhibit heightened electrical perception.8 In Table 1 below, you can see the 
overlap in symptoms between these disorders. I personally believe a more 
accurate diagnosis for these conditions would be Chronic Inflammatory 
Response Syndrome, as increased histamine levels, oxidative stress and 
inflammatory markers, along with a decrease in melatonin and increased 
permeability of the blood brain barrier, are common biomarkers 
underpinning most of these conditions.

Table 2. Environmental sensitivities comparison chart (continued)

Symptoms

Environmental sensitivities

CFS/ 
ME

CIRS EHS FM MCS SEID

Flu like symptoms (persistent) • • • • •
Headaches (persistent) • • • • • •
Heart rate (slow or fast) •
Metallic taste in mouth •
Mood swings • • • •
Muscle aches and joint pains (persistent) • • • • • •
Nausea • • • • • •
Nose bleeds • •
Numbness and tingling • •
Palpitations •
Postural hypotension • • • •
Sensitive to chemicals • • • •
Sensitive to noise or light • • • • •
Skin sensitivity, prickly, tingling, itchy, burning • • • •
Sleep disturbances • • • • • •
Static shocks • •
Thirst (excessive) •
Tinnitus (ringing in ears) • •
Urination frequency • •

Table 2. Environmental sensitivities comparison chart

Symptoms

Environmental sensitivities

CFS/ 
ME

CIRS EHS FM MCS SEID

Anxiety • • • • • •
Abdominal discomfort • • • • • •
Brain fog (poor short-term memory, difficulty 
concentrating) • • • • • •
Chest tightness • • •
Cold limbs • • • •
Difficulty regulating body temperature • • •
Dizziness • • • • •
Dyslexia • •
Electric shocks on skin • •
Eye irritation, pressure behind the eyes • • •
Fatigue (persistent) • • • • • •

CFS/ME is Chronic fatigue syndrome and Myalgic encephalomyelitis

CIRS is Chronic inflammatory response syndrome

EHS is Electromagnetic hypersensitivity

FM is Fibromyalgia

MCS is Multiple chemical sensitivity

SEID is Systemic exertion intolerance disease
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Chapter 1

Why we need to act “The fact that the public remained doubtful for years about 
the effects of products like asbestos, tobacco smoke, x-rays, 
lead dust, pesticides, bisphenol A … is not a coincidence. This 
doubt was manufactured, bought and paid for by industry.” 
Sean Penn. The Human Experiment Movie 
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The true cost of progress

The greatest hurdle I face as an educator is convincing people that 
exposure standards for chemicals and electromagnetic fields are 

not adequate to protect their families. Most people don’t realise that the 
industry doing the harm is also often the one setting the standards, and 
that new technologies and products they buy in stores have never been 
tested to determine their long-term impact on human health. Regrettable 
substitution whereby a toxic chemical is replaced with another potentially 
toxic chemical is a common phenomenon as evidenced by bisphenol A,  
bisphenol S and bisphenol F. Like the pharmaceutical companies, 
corporations frequently employ scientists who cherry pick data, and fail 
to publish studies that may impact their bottom line. They chant “there’s 
no evidence of harm” because the burden of proof is not on them to prove 
their products or technologies are safe, whilst simultaneously they obtain 
licenses from government regulators so they can legally pollute our air, 
water, soil and poison every living creature on this planet in the name 
of “progress”. Consequently, large population biomonitoring studies have 
identified chemicals in all humans from the ‘cradle to the grave’ and many 
of these are directly linked to the chronic diseases prevalent in western 
societies.9

Big money is very persuasive at a political level.

As a result of delay tactics employed by industry, in addition to the burden 
of proof falling on researchers who spend years, decades or even a lifetime 
to investigate the impact of an agent on human health, the history of 
medicine is littered with numerous examples of missed opportunities, 
wasted resources and counter-productive policies due to the inability 
to act on available evidence.10 In 1857, the father of epidemiology Dr 
John Snow demonstrated that ‘contagions’ in water were responsible 
for the cholera epidemic;11 in 1956, Dr Alice Stewart proved that one 
foetal x-ray doubled the incidence of childhood leukaemia;12 and in 1950, 
Dr Richard Doll published his findings correlating smoking with lung 
cancer.13 All of these clinicians were ostracised by their peers, the industry 
and the medical establishment at the time of their findings, and it took 
decades for their work to be validated. These are just some of the many 
environmental health hazards like lead dust, mercury, asbestos, benzene, 
organochlorine pesticides and polychlorinated biphenyls that have had 
devastating consequences on human health.14 In light of the fact that it 

takes around 17 years to go from scientific research to medical practice, 
evidence-based medicine has kept both clinicians and the public in the 
dark, and provided the perfect platform for industry to generate profits at 
the cost of human health. 

The question we need to ask ourselves is, ‘When is there sufficient 
evidence to act?’ 

“It is difficult to get a man to understand 
something when his salary depends upon 

his not understanding it.” Upton Sinclair (1932).

The four dog defense
The Four Dog Defense explains the delay tactics employed by industry 
to keep their products in the marketplace. 

1. My dog doesn’t bite

Industry denies their product is harmful and actively discredit any study 
or researcher that says otherwise. Industry responds by chanting “more 
research is needed” because they know the delay means billions of dollars 
in revenue the longer the product is on the market. Common methods 
employed by industry to keep their products on the market is to discredit 
animal studies on the basis that it doesn’t reflect humans (but cite animal 
studies when it suits them as evidence that their product is safe), and 
insist that researchers provide the exact mechanism by which the hazard 
induces harm before action is taken.15 For numerous examples of industry 
discrediting researchers, read the book Corporate Ties that Bind (2017).15

For example, in the early 1990s, the Australian Commonwealth Scientific 
and Industrial Research Organisation (CSIRO) was commissioned to 
undertake a comprehensive literature review of the biological effects of 
radiofrequencies used in wireless technologies. Dr Stan Barnett authored 
the review and the funding was derived from the telecommunications 
industry (Telecom, Optus and Vodafone). The Barnett report documented 
adverse health effects arising from power levels well below the 
existing standards for thermal (tissue heating) effects and called for the 
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establishment of an effective research program to develop safety standards 
in order to achieve the trust of the public.16 The report was subsequently 
classified “Confidential”, and withheld from publication and the researchers 
were later made redundant, because it contradicted the opinion of the 
telecommunications industry and brought into question the credibility 
of the Australian government policy to promote telecommunications 
given that the government was a majority shareholder in a major 
telecommunications company.17 

2. My dog bites, but it didn’t bite you

Industry concedes that their product may be harmful when the evidence 
becomes too great to deny, but don’t worry, the average person is not 
exposed. Corporations strategically use ‘bad’ science to validate and 
justify their actions and convince regulatory authorities, the media and 
the courts to delay action. To achieve this, they spend millions of dollars 
on public relations campaigns, or establish not-for-profit companies or 
scientific advisory boards that appear to be independent and unbiased, 
that involve ‘industry scientists’ who are skilled at manipulating the data.15 
Here are some examples:

• ‘Safe Buildings Alliance’ was established by asbestos companies aimed 
at downplaying asbestos hazards to discourage US schools from 
removing asbestos.18

• ‘Californians for Realistic Vehicle Standards’ was established by the 
automotive industry.19

• ‘Forest Protection Society’ was set up by the Australian timber industry.20

• Pharmaceutical sponsorship of breast cancer campaigns persuade 
grassroots groups to focus on early detection and treatment with the 
sponsor’s drugs, rather than focus on identifying the cause of the 
disease.21

• In 1996, the National Health & Medical Research Council in Australia 
established an expert committee to conduct electromagnetic field 
research. The one and only ‘expert’ employed to provide advice on health 
effects was Dr Ken Joyner, former Director of Motorola who also had 
close ties to the Australian Mobile Telecommunications Association.22,17

3. My dog bit you, but it didn’t hurt you

Industry admits people are exposed, but aren’t harmed by the product 
because the exposure is within the ‘exposure standards’. Most exposure 
standards for chemicals in everyday products and electromagnetic fields are 
not health based standards, but rather are developed in consultation with 
industry to determine what is ‘practicable’ in a workplace environment. 
Furthermore, these exposure standards are based on data extrapolated 
from human epidemiology, animal testing and cell culture/in vitro 
laboratory studies23 that fail to account for multiple routes of exposure, 
mixture effects, transgenerational effects or individual human risk factors 
such as age, gender, genetics, nutrition, psychosocial determinants and 
comorbidities.24-27 

Industry and regulatory authorities are commonly flip sides of the same 
coin. This connection has long been known, as described in books and 
articles like “Over a Barrel: Corporate Corruption of Science and its Effects 
on Workers and the Environment”, “How to Keep a Toxic Product in 
the Marketplace”, ‘Merchants of Doubt’, ‘Science for Sale’, ‘Doubt is their 
Product’, ‘Corporate Ties that Bind’, and “The Poison Papers”, to name  
a few. 

4. My dog bit you and it hurt you but it wasn’t my fault, it’s yours. 

Industry shifts the blame onto the consumer because they warned them 
about the dangers of their own product. Examples include the photos of 
diseases on cigarette packets, and the warnings embedded in cell phones 
(if you can find them). How can you enforce ‘personal responsibility’ and 
shift the blame onto the consumer when they don’t have the knowledge 
to make an informed decision or the financial resources to do anything 
about it? 

For example, families in water-damaged housing commission homes that 
don’t have access to healthy housing; or families that lack the finances to 
shield the wall with the smart meter; or families that live near busy roads 
or high voltage transmission lines that cannot afford to move. Most of the 
knowledge everyday consumers acquire about everyday products and 
wireless technologies has been fabricated by industry through marketing 
campaigns. This makes it difficult for anyone to make an informed choice.
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How can consumers make an informed 
choice when they falsely assume that 

everything on the supermarket shelf has 
been tested for its impact on human health? 
The regulation of products and technologies 

is often done in consultation with the 
industry responsible for creating the hazard, 

and is geared towards industry profits,  
not its impact on human health. 

Genetics loads the gun,  
the environment pulls the trigger
The Human Genome Project was going to be the greatest scientific 
breakthrough in human history, a revolution for medicine, a headache for 
ethicists and a pot of gold for the insurance companies. It was however 
none of these. Completion of the human genome project in 2003, and 
failure to associate genes with the epidemic of chronic illnesses plaguing 
western societies, inadvertently put the environment at centre stage and 
validated what many, including the father of medicine -Hippocrates- had 
stated centuries before: ‘that what you eat, your lifestyle and the place in 
which you live affects your health’. We now know that gene mutations 
play only a minor role in chronic diseases, and gene variants (single 
nucleotide polymorphisms or SNPs like MTHFR), become relevant only 
when understood in context with your lifestyle, diet and environmental 
exposure.

Let me give you an example. Whilst the cause of breast cancer is not fully 
understood, there are several well-known risk factors including the age 
a woman begins her period, the age she gives birth to her first child and 
the timing of menopause, the length of time she breast feeds, whether 
she is overweight, if she has taken the oral contraceptive pill or Hormone 
Replacement Therapy, how much or little exercise she undertakes as well  
as alcohol intake and cigarette smoking.28,29 A family history of breast cancer 

and in particular, the presence of gene mutations - BRCA1 and BRCA2 are 
a low risk factor accounting for only 5.3% and 3.6% respectively.30 Similarly, 
the presence of gene variants (SNPs) in detoxification pathways have been 
shown to only slightly increase the risk.31-36 However when you combine 
these gene variants with environmental factors like exercise, diet and 
chemical exposure, the risk increases significantly.37-39 This may explain 
why US born Asian women have an almost twofold higher incidence of 
invasive breast cancer than foreign-born Asian women,40 because the 
gene variant (MTHFR C677T) commonly found in Asian women34 makes 
them susceptible to toxicants in the diet and the environment. Many of 
the gene variants that are being discovered, appear to be insignificant if 
you have a healthy diet, lifestyle and home!

An important part of my PhD thesis was to determine who in the 
population was susceptible to environmental chemical exposure, and to 
determine the most relevant biomarkers. This involved interviewing the 
top environmental medical doctors in Australia and New Zealand many 
of whom specialised in environmental sensitivities like Chronic Fatigue 
Syndrome, Multiple Chemical Sensitivity, Fibromyalgia, Electromagnetic 
Sensitivities and Mould Illness. After analysing the interviews, it quickly 
became obvious that environmental chemical assessment is fraught 
with challenges in clinical practice. It is time consuming, expensive for 
patients, and requires extensive knowledge about the source and impact 
of environmental exposures and their relationship to a patient’s genes, 
lifestyle, diet and place, which doctors are not taught in medical school. 
One of the most interesting findings was their take on the Canaries, 
i.e. those people in society who are especially vulnerable to chemical 
exposure. As one doctor put it:

“Sensitivity to smells and sensitivity to sound, to all of the 
senses out of a group has an extraordinary advantage: 
that you hear the tiger, you know the poison in the plum, 
you become, effectively, the early warning radar. Their 
hypersensitivity might be a bit over the top but it keeps 
them out of harm’s way at a much higher rate than other 
people in the population. Whilst most of us die from cancer 
or heart disease, my observation after thirty-five years 
working with patients with environmental sensitivities 
is that the cancer rate amongst them is almost zero”.  
 Dr Mark Donohoe
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Wow! The most useful biomarker may very well be the 20% of the 
population who suffer from allergies, chemical or electrical sensitivities 
whose bodies are exquisitely fine tuned to the environment. Historically, 
they were probably the most valued members of the tribe who would 
test food, smell danger... In modern times, however, they are ostracised, 
outcast and labelled with ‘psychological’ illnesses because the current 
medical system is geared to address only acute conditions and to treat 
symptoms with drugs, and it fails to address the cause of the problem. 
Probably more to the point, to acknowledge and validate these important 
members of our society would question the very fabric of the western 
way of life.

A society that does not protect its  
children doesn’t have a future. 

Professor Magda Havas

Why we need to act
The list of diseases that may be caused or exacerbated by environmental 
exposures is extensive and growing. These include asthma and allergies 
like hayfever and eczema; learning and behavioural disorders like 
autism and attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) in children; 
heart disease; neurodegenerative disorders like Parkinson’s disease and 
Alzheimers; childhood leukaemia; cancer of the brain, thyroid, lung, breast, 
liver, testicles, prostate and bladder; and environmental sensitivities like 
Chronic Fatigue Syndrome, Chronic Inflammatory Response Syndrome, 
Multiple Chemical Sensitivity, Electromagnetic Hypersensitivity and 
Fibromyalgia. 

Let’s take autism as an example. It is widely acknowledged that genetic 
factors only play a minor role with learning and behavioural disorders 
in children41,42 and considerable evidence is suggesting that aberrations 
in the gut microbiome, smoking, toxic metals (lead, mercury and 
aluminium), plastics (bisphenol A, phthalates), flame retardants and 
pesticides, malnutrition, vaccinations, electromagnetic fields, viruses and 
drugs are playing a key role.42-56 The most conservative statistics using 

today’s diagnostic methods estimated that 1 in 265 children had autism 
in the 1970s,57 now it is 1 in every 35 Australian children in the 5 to 14 
year old age group.58 In 2015, three quarters of autistic adults were on 
a (disability support) pension,58 being funded by you the tax payer. And 
this doesn’t account for the lost work productivity or health care costs 
needed to support children diagnosed with attention deficit hyperactivity 
disorder which affects between 5% and 10% of children.59-61 The pandemic 
(worldwide epidemic) in learning and behavioural disorders in children 
affects ALL of us NOW. 

The rise in neurodegenerative and autoimmune diseases like Alzheimer’s 
disease, Parkinson’s disease and Lou Gehrig’s Syndrome have correlated 
with increased exposure to neurotoxic chemicals like pesticides.62,63 A 
Parkinson’s disease cluster was recently identified in farmers in northwest 
Victoria growing barley, chickpeas, faba beans, lentils, and vetches.64 
Despite knowing that the mechanism by which insecticides affect the 
nervous system of the pest is similar to that in humans, research into 
humans exposed to these pesticides is chronically underfunded, because 
the focus of chemical risk assessment is on the chemicals potential to 
cause cancer.65 Furthermore, despite measuring widespread exposure to 
organophosphate and pyrethroid pesticides in Australian children,66 the 
use of agricultural chemicals is largely self-regulated, as the Australian 
Pesticides and Veterinary Medicines Authority does not keep records 
or monitor the use of pesticides beyond the point of sale or supply.67 
Neurodegenerative and autoimmune diseases have also been correlated 
with cell phone use.68,69 It’s an interesting coincidence that farmers who 
use pesticides have higher rates of Parkinson’s disease, and are frequently 
also exposed to higher levels of radiation from their cell phone which 
is often used in a poor signal strength area. The radiation is known to 
enhance the permeability of the brain to chemicals like pesticides. 

Environmental factors are also believed to play a major role in cancer 
which has now become the world’s leading cause of death.70,71 Between 
2005 and 2015, cancer diagnoses worldwide increased by 33% with 
prostate and breast cancer dominating in men and women respectively72 
and childhood cancer increased by 13%.73 In the past 35 years, new cancer 
diagnoses in Australia almost tripled which means one in two people will 
have cancer before the age of 8574 and many of these cancers including 
thyroid cancer (which tripled), and breast, testicular and prostate cancer 
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have been directly linked to exposure to hormone disrupting chemicals 
in air, water, food and everyday products like perfumes.75-79 Toxicants that 
have been linked to cancers include: air pollutants like asbestos, radon, 
hexavalent chromium, tobacco smoke and benzo(a)pyrene linked to lung 
cancer;80-83 arsenic and disinfection by-products in drinking water linked 
to bladder cancer;84,85 vinyl chloride linked to liver cancer;86 benzene 
linked to leukaemia;87 and pesticides linked to childhood leukaemia.88-90 
The World Health Organization suggests that up to 19% of all cancers are 
attributable to toxic environmental exposure,91,92 however, this is likely to 
be a gross underestimation, as many non-carcinogenic chemicals have 
been shown to exert low-dose effects that may contribute indirectly to 
cancer formation.93,94 

The past three decades has seen a dramatic increase in the prevalence 
of allergic diseases like asthma, eczema, hay fever (allergic rhinitis) and 
food allergies in western populations, with marked differences observed 
in populations despite similar genetic backgrounds, suggesting that 
environmental risk factors are involved.95-100 An estimated 241 million 
people suffer from asthma worldwide, and nearly 1000 people die from 
asthma every day.100 Eczema affects up to 20% of children worldwide.101 
In the past thirty years, hospital admissions for life threatening allergic 
reactions doubled in the USA,102 increased four-fold in Australia,103 and 
six-fold in England and Wales.104 Emerging evidence suggests a strong 
correlation between the composition and function of the gut microbiome 
and the incidence of allergies and asthma, as reduced diversity in the 
infant gut microbiota has been associated with an increased risk of 
allergic diseases.105,106 Remarkably most of the known triggers for asthma 
and allergies exist in your home. We’ll explore the Microflora Hypothesis 
and how your home contributes to allergies in Chapter 2. 

Clinicians are also seeing a rise in the prevalence of patients with 
environmental intolerances ranging from Chronic Fatigue Syndrome107,108 
to Systemic Exertion Intolerance Disease,107 Sensitivity-Related Illness,109 
Idiopathic Environmental Intolerances,110 Fibromyalgia,111 Electromagnetic 
Hypersensitivity,112 Sick Building Syndrome113 and Multiple Chemical 
Sensitivity.107 These conditions appear to have no clear cause, affect 
multiple organ systems and are difficult to diagnose because there are 
few recognised genetic or metabolic markers that can be observed 
with standard laboratory testing.9 Despite the fact that the degree of 

hypersensitivity often parallels the amount of chemicals in their body,114 
patients with these conditions are relatively understudied115 and are 
frequently misdiagnosed with having a psychological illness. It has 
been suggested that environmental chemicals increase the amount of 
free radicals in cells and subsequently affect the cell’s ability to generate 
energy,116,117 cause low-grade inflammation in multiple organ systems,116,118 
that in the presence of certain genetic defects in detoxification 
enzymes,109,116 may result in a “toxicant-induced loss of tolerance”.119,120

It is an interesting coincidence that these epidemics began to rise in 
parallel with the exponential growth of the pharmaceutical, chemical and 
agricultural industries. Human exposure to environmental chemicals has 
increased significantly since WWII, and large population biomonitoring 
studies have revealed widespread chemical exposure from the ‘womb 
to the tomb’ with levels in humans known to cause health effects.121 
There are over 140 million chemicals registered for use on The Chemical 
Abstract Service (the largest chemical database in the world)122 and most 
of the man-made portion of these chemicals have never been assessed 
for their impact on human health.9 Furthermore, the recent introduction 
of wireless technologies has increased our exposure to man-made 
electromagnetic fields a thousand-billion-fold, and evidence has come to 
light that these frequencies can enhance exposure of both the placenta 
and blood brain barrier to chemicals, microbes and toxic metals. 

Pandora’s box has been opened. 

There are concerns that the epigenetic effects arising from exposure to 
chemicals and electromagnetic fields in the womb may set up a trajectory 
of illness later on in that person’s life, that may be difficult to curtail. The 
Developmental Origins of Health and Disease (DoHAD) is consequently 
gaining considerable attention amongst researchers who are linking early 
life exposure to environmental hazards with chronic diseases later in life.

What we need to do
I love technology and my way of life, and have no desire to live in a 
hemp tent somewhere in the outback. So what can we do to reduce our 
exposure to these hazards without drastically modifying our way of life 
as we know it?
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1. Educate yourself because knowledge is power. A healthy home 
begins with the products you buy. But how can you make an informed 
choice when you are inundated with messages developed by public 
relations companies on behalf of their clients to influence your thought 
and behaviour, news information and public policy? I need you to 
notice this, question this and be open to the possibility that it may not 
be based on fact, because until you do, you cannot make an informed 
choice about anything you buy. Read labels, good books, websites and 
journals written by reputable sources and watch videos like “The Human 
Experiment”, “The Corporation”, “Toxic Sludge is Good for You”, “Thank 
You for Smoking” and many other insightful films listed on the Top 100 
Documentaries or Films For Action on the internet. Teach your children 
to think critically and source information using Google scholar and 
scientific databases like PubMed to find ‘real’ information as opposed to 

relying on the news, social media or personal opinions.

2. Build resilience. As the environment becomes more polluted, your diet 
becomes even more important, because nutrition is your backbone in 
biochemistry. If you’ve got good nutrition, you’ve got a level of resilience 
against environmental insults; if you’ve got poor nutrition, you have less 
resilience. When you go from healthy food to processed food, you are 
doing two things: you’re decreasing the nutrients and at the same time 
increasing the toxins, and this changes the whole balance of survival. So, 
it’s important to move away from processed food and buy fresh, local 
and organic produce that is in season from your local farmer’s market or 
green grocer or butcher so that you know where the food comes from.

3. Partake in regular exercise, start a hobby, develop ways to deal with 
stress (get a job you are passionate about, meditate, exercise, do 
self-development courses etc), surround yourself with people who you 
aspire to be, do things that make you happy, and connect with nature 
as often as you can by taking regular breaks to the bush, mountains or 
beach. 

4. Be mindful about how you spend your money. Rampant consumerism 
is polluting the planet, wildlife and our bodies and keeping millions of 
people in poverty. Think twice about buying a cheap t-shirt that you 
know will only last one season, and consider buying good quality 
clothes made from natural fibres by local suppliers (not sweat shops) 
or second-hand stores (you’ll save a fortune). The only reason why 

retailers continue to sell poor quality merchandise is because people 
buy it. Following consumer pressure, major retailers removed bisphenol 
A containing plastic baby bottles from their stores, despite the regulators 

stating it was safe. 

5. Join a cause! There are numerous examples in history where citizens 
have successfully rallied governments and industry to change their 
behaviour. In the 1960s, thousands of families around the world collected 
their children’s baby teeth for analysis of the radioactive nuclide 
strontium 90, to prove widespread contamination from radioactive 
fallout from atomic weapon testing. This led to the signing of the Partial 
Nuclear Test Ban Treaty in 1963.123 Consider donating to my research on 
health hazards in the built environment:  www.buildingbiology.com.
au/about-us/research.html 

6. Assess your risk. We all choose to live with risks. I know when I get in 
my car, that I could die in a car accident, so I choose a car with safety 
features and wear my seatbelt to reduce the likelihood of injury in the 
event of a car accident. And so it should be with your home. Once you 
have identified the hazard, assess how likely it is you will be exposed, 
and its impact on your health, in order to determine whether you need 
to do something about it. For example, lead dust and asbestos whilst 
causing serious health issues, are not generally a problem unless you 
disturb them during renovations. As a small business owner, my cell 
phone is critical to my business, however, I can significantly reduce my 
exposure to harmful frequencies by texting, or using the loudspeaker or 
an earpiece.

7. Better safe than sorry. The precautionary principle applies where 
scientific evidence is insufficient, inconclusive or uncertain and 
preliminary scientific evaluation indicates that there are reasonable 
grounds for concern. If an agent cannot be proven to be completely 
safe, err on the side of caution and either avoid it or substitute it for 
something safer. The precautionary principle is evident in the case 
against fluoridated water, where, as a result of an inability to prove its 
safety and the unethical nature of mass medicating an entire population 
with a known pharmaceutical drug, 97% of Western Europe did not 
fluoridate its water supplies. Global Warming is another prime example 
because the stakes of not acting – the extinction of the human race and 
every other species – are too high.
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What is building biology?
Originating in Germany in the 1970s following the emergence of 
tight (sick) buildings in response to the oil crisis, building biology is an 
exciting and rapidly growing field that explores the health hazards in the 
built environment. A building biologist is trained to assess and mitigate 
chemicals that affect indoor air quality and drinking water; allergens like 
house dust mites, pet dander, pollens, and moulds; and electromagnetic 
fields. They are also trained on how to build a healthy home. 

The Australian College of Environmental Studies (RTO: 21740) is a 
registered training organisation that is a world leader in Environmental 
Health education. They offer training in:

• How to build a healthy home 

• Electromagnetic field testing

• Mould testing

• Creating a healthy home

• Children’s environmental health

• Drinking water quality

• Indoor air testing

• Certificate IV in Feng Shui (10189NAT)

• Advanced Diploma of Building Biology (10194NAT)

P: 1300 889 845 • E: info@aces.edu.au • W: www.aces.edu.au
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