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  The recent recall of two cosmetic products 

that had unsafe levels of formaldehyde 

in them is a good example of how the 

ACCC acts upon local and international 

information to move quickly to help 

protect Australian consumers.

In late 2  010, ACCC product safety offi  cers 

reviewed a number of overseas reports 

that showed excessive formaldehyde 

concentrations in some cosmetics had been 

found. 

ACCC staff  also received a number 

of anecdotal complaints about hair 

straightening products from consumers and 

salon operators.

This was of great concern to the ACCC 

because in excessive amounts formaldehyde 

can irritate skin and eyes and cause skin 

sensitisation. Chronic high exposure has also 

been known to cause cancer in humans. 

Formaldehyde is best known for its use 

as a preservative in laboratories and the 

morgue. It is a chemical which is colourless 

and has a very strong smell. Formaldehyde 

occurs naturally at low levels in many things 

including plants, smoke and food. In low 

levels it can be safely and legally used in 

cosmetics as a preservative that helps ensure 

the product does not contain or develop 

harmful bacteria.

As the reports the ACCC received were for 

products that were used directly on people’s 

hair and skin, the ACCC investigated the 

complaints as a matter of urgency. 

The ACCC commissioned an analytical 

survey of a range of cosmetic products in 

collaboration with the National Industrial 

Chemicals Notifi cation and Assessment 

Scheme (NICNAS). The aim of the survey 

was to:

 › establish whether there may be safety 

concerns in relation to the level of 

formaldehyde in cosmetic products 

 › determine whether ‘formaldehyde 

free’ marketing claims were true 

 › determine whether the products 

complied with the mandatory cosmetic 

ingredient labelling requirements. 

In Australia, the maximum safe limit 

for free formaldehyde in cosmetics is 

0.2 per cent . This limit is based on a 

comprehensive assessment undertaken 

by NICNAS, the federal regulatory body 

responsible for industrial chemicals. 

Cosmetic products that exceed the 

0.2 per cent  limit are hazardous and would 

be non-compliant with relevant state and 

territory poison scheduling legislation.

ACCC results

A total of 32 diff erent cosmetic products 

were purchased by the ACCC and 

analysed. The products tested included:

 › chemical hair straightening products

 › chemical hair perming products

 › fi rm set hair gels/fi xatives

 › hair bleaches/colourants

 › nail hardeners or combined nail 

varnish/polish with hardener and 

 › oral hygiene preparations/mouthwashes.

Of the products tested, formaldehyde 

was detected in 10 products and 2 of 

these products had concentrations of 

formaldehyde above the safe limit of 

0.2 per cent . 

The two products that exceeded the 

0.2 per cent  safe limit (Keratin Complex 

Smoothing Therapy—hair straightening 

preparations, and Locks Lash Eyelash 

Extension Glue—a glue to attach false 

eyelashes) were recalled.

As a result of the survey, the ACCC has 

collaborated with relevant state and territory 

agencies to investigate other products and 

has successfully negotiated voluntary recalls 

with four other suppliers of hair straightening 

preparations whose products contained 

excessive levels of formaldehyde (some up to 

50 times over the NICNAS limit).

For details see Product Recalls Australia 

www.recalls.gov.au 
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How to buy safe

To ensure your own safety, the ACCC advises that consumers: 

› Check the product ingredient information prior to purchasing the product. If 
ingredient labels are not present, or are inaccurate, you can expose yourself to 
ingredients that may cause harmful allergic reactions. The ACCC administers the 
mandatory standard for ingredients labelling on cosmetics and toiletries. More 
information on this standard can be found at: www.productsafety.gov.au/content

› If the product is supplied at a salon, talk with the salonist about the relevant 
product, ask to see the label with the ingredients and ask how the product will 
be used/applied.

› If the product recommends patch testing fi rst, then insist on doing it.

› When considering a product, check whether any products have been recalled via the 
Product Recalls Australia website at www.recalls.gov.au 

› Always follow after care instructions. 

› Where you have experienced any undesirable eff ects, immediately stop using 
the product and seek medical attention. Any injuries requiring a doctor must be 
reported to the ACCC by the supplier under the mandatory reporting requirements 
under the Competition and Consumer Act 2010. 

You should exercise caution when buying a product over the internet, particularly if you 
cannot see the ingredients label/list. If you cannot access the safety related information 
from your supplier, then do not purchase the product. 

Australian businesses who supply over the internet must comply with Australian product 
safety standards and regulations.

How to sell safe

The ACCC advises that businesses must:

› Only buy/source products that comply with bans and mandatory standards.

› Where necessary, request from suppliers evidence that the relevant product 
has been tested for formaldehyde content and complies to below the 
0.2 per cent level.

› Always follow product instructions for use.

› Keep in touch with product recalls through the Product Recalls Australia 
website at www.recalls.gov.au and follow instructions for dealing with any 
recalled products you have.

› Where you, or your staff , have experienced any undesirable eff ects, stop using 
the product and seek medical attention. Any injuries requiring a doctor must be 
reported to the ACCC by the supplier under the mandatory reporting requirements 
under the Competition and Consumer Act 2010. 

It is both illegal and irresponsible for anyone to continue to supply, or use, any cosmetic 
products that do not comply with the law and are unsafe.


