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We are sitting in Karen Bowman’s compact
Greenwood home sipping organic green tea

out of ceramic cups. There are hardwood floors
and lots of green houseplants; the door is open
to let in the fresh air. As an occupational and
environmental health nurse intimately concerned
about what goes into her body, Bowman has
chosen to be a vegetarian who eats some fish.
She doesn't use pesticides in her house and
garden. She doesn’t use plastics to cook, store or

serve food or drinks.

Her eyes still flash with anger when
she recalls receiving the results of
her “Pollution in People” profile five
years ago. The local Toxic-Free Legacy
Coalition tested the hair, blood and
urine of 10 Washingtonians to determine
how many everyday chemicals showed
up in their bodies. Bowman had 35
toxic chemicals in hers, including flame
retardants, mercury, lead, arsenic, DDT
and the highest level of phthalates
— chemicals added to plastics to
increase their flexibility and durability
— in the study. These various chemicals
have been linked to learning deficits,
cancer, organ damage and harm to the
reproductive and nervous systems.

“It was very startling,” she says. "At
first I was very angry. It felt like a toxic
trespass on my body.”

Bowman figures that some of the
exposure stems from her job as a “nurse
in a hard hat,” visiting bricklaying job
sites, foundries and other industrial
workplaces as an occupational health
nurse. Other parts may have come from
earlier experiences as a nurse’s aid,
medical assistant and public health
nurse working with IV bags and tubing
which contain a lot of phthalates.

“I went through the stages of grief
in a way,” she remembers. “Anger,
bargaining, blaming, denying. I tried to
get all the chemicals out of my house.
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But you can't. You just can't.”

In the end, she redoubled her efforts,
begun a few years earlier, to become an
environmental activist.

“I really wasn't the environmental-
ist I am now,” she says of her first 30
years in the medical field. “I wasn't
politically involved; I didn’t talk to my
legislators at all.”

While she was finishing her master’s
degree in nursing at the University
of Washington in 2004, she attended
a cocktail party with professors of
psychosocial and community health from
the UW School of Nursing and local and
national advocates for environmental
health. Her eyes were opened to all of
the possibilities for change.

That year, the Washington State
Nurses Association received a grant
to create an environmental health
specialist position, a job Bowman took
and still holds. From that platform,
she serves with a dozen local, national
and international coalitions and the
Washington State Departments of
Ecology and Health to bring about
legislative and regulatory change to
reduce toxic chemicals. She also works
to inspire other nurses and health
care providers to join the effort. The
self-described “nonpublic speaker”
teaches classes, gives workshops and
sometimes speaks to hundreds of people









