Editorial: Pressing for change to ensure safe toys

Federal agency needs new muscle to investigate and regulate.
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Almost two years after the death of 4-year-old Jarnell Brown, consumers are still waiting for a desperately needed overhaul of the system that ensures product safety in this country.

Jarnell died of lead poisoning after swallowing a charm bracelet at his Minneapolis home in early 2006, and the national outrage was palpable. State and federal representatives proposed new laws. Toy manufacturers and retailers talked about reclaiming public trust. Parents started being more cautious in the toy aisles.

It shouldn't have taken Jarnell's death to signal the pressing need for a remake of the product-safety system. There have been signs of trouble for years as the shrinking Consumer Product Safety Commission (CPSC) struggled to keep up with regulatory basics and enforcement. Now is the time for Congress to act.

Just last week, millions of Chinese-made toys called Aqua Dots were recalled after they were found to contain a chemical that takes on characteristics of the powerful "date rape" drug when ingested. Aqua Dots was expected to be a big-selling toy this holiday season.

After years of neglect in Washington, this is not an easy problem to solve. The CPSC regulates more than 15,000 types of products, but it has only 400 employees -- fewer than half of the agency's startup staffing in 1973. The job is simply too big and too complex for a staff that small.

Acting Commissioner Nancy Nord, a Bush appointee, has faced growing heat from Democrats and consumer groups over the performance of the agency and her acceptance of industry-financed trips. Nord has defended the CPSC, pointing to a record number of recalls issued by the agency. She's also said the free travel was approved by agency attorneys and has been common practice at the agency in the past.

The public is paying attention. A recent survey by Consumer Reports National Research Center found that 89 percent of consumers are aware of government recalls on toys containing lead, and 70 percent of that group said they are checking product labels. The louder wake-up call for the industry: 36 percent said they will buy fewer toys this holiday season.

Nevertheless, the system remains badly flawed. Today some recalled toys can stay on shelves long after problems have been identified by manufacturers because those companies will continue testing to determine if the issues affect an entire product line. Once a problem is identified, retailers and consumers may still face a challenge knowing if a specific product matches a recall date. Imprinting or stamping packaging and toys with date of manufacture and other information would allow retailers and consumers to more quickly determine if a specific toy poses a danger.

Sen. Amy Klobuchar, who's been a Senate leader on consumer safety, has introduced two bills that would effectively ban all lead in children's toys and streamline the recall process. The recall legislation proposed by the Minnesota Democrat would require toymakers to imprint specific information on toys and toy packaging so that recalled products can be more quickly identified.

Within the toy industry itself, there are a number of positive signs. Toys 'R' Us Chairman Gerald Storch, a former Target executive, deserves credit for his leadership in calling for change. Storch supports measures to streamline and improve the recall process, but he told us last week that strengthening the CPSC is critical.

"I do believe there is a role for government, and that role lies in a professional, well-funded CPSC," he said. To that end, Congress should pass a bill introduced by Sen. Dick Durbin, D-Ill., that would provide more funds and testing authority for the agency.

There's no need for consumers to panic over toy safety. When they were children, problems such as lead were barely on the radar. Today we have the technology and knowledge to prevent tragedies such as Jarnell Brown's death. We owe it to our children to make sure we're using all of those tools to investigate and regulate toy safety.

http://www.startribune.com/opinion/editorials/11764171.html
