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Detergent Foam Nuisance

Legislation may soon control synthetic detergents
which cause foaming in lakes, rivers and taps in the home and
are a potential danger to public health, Ann Clarke reports.

» SYNTHETIC detergents which have
proved themselves masters of cleaning in
recent years are now in hot water with
legislators and water experts. The deter-
gents form 909, of household soaps.

A lather of public opinion against them
has been worked up because they:

1. Foam in lakes, rivers and even up
through water taps in homes.

2. Contaminate wells.

3. Damage fish.

4. May harm human beings with chemi-
cals that find their way into drinking
water.

A bill (H.R. 2105) introduced in Con-
gress in January by Rep. Henry S. Reuss
(D-Wis.) would ban synthetic detergents
that do not degrade “quickly and com-
pletely.” The situation has led to consider-
ation of legislation against the detergents
in 14 states. A law demanding specific
breakdown qualities of detergents in West
Germany will go into effect in 1964.

Key villain in the case is the highly
branched chemical compound alkyl ben-
zene sulfonate (ABS) or its sodium salt,
which forms the base of most synthetic
detergents. This petroleum by-product can
only be broken down about 50%, by bac-
teria in municipal sewage systems, Dr. Rich-
ard Woodward, chief of engineering at the
Robert A. Taft Sanitary Engineering Cen-
ter in Cincinnati, told SciENCE SERVICE.

A British detergent, Dobane, is similar
to the ABS compounds except for slight
differences in part of the chemical com-
pound. This detergent can be broken down
(bio-degraded) about 80%, by the oxygen-
breathing bacteria. This figure is still not
high enough to meet standards demanded
by the German law.

Five million dollars are being invested
by U. S. detergent industries into research
on new detergent compounds and methods
of breakdown, Charles Bueltman of the Soap
and Detergent Association told Science
SERVICE.

One of the major detergent research
projects is investigation of ABS compounds
which have what the chemists call a
straighter alkyl chain on the soap base
molecule.

The compound used now is made of
lines of molecules breaking into each other
rather than having them lined in a simpler
single file.

A new laboratory method of bubbling
detergents to the surface of the water can
remove ABS 909, in laboratory tests. This
process has not yet been tested in practical
municipal sewage systems. If it performs
as well in the field as in the laboratory the
bubbling would leave approximately one
part per million detergent in the water.
The Public Health Service has recom-

mended a detergent content in water of
one-half part per million.

Other detergents in use include alkyl
sulfates which come from tallow or coco-
nut oil, used in shampoos, and non-ionic
detergents from organic compounds that
are used in automatic dishwashers and
create less foam than the ABS compounds.
The alkyl sulfates do not cause scum in
water because they are soluble. Non-ionic
detergents are not found as often in waste
water because their main use is in industry.

The first ABS detergents were developed
by German chemists during World War 1
when Germany could not obtain fats for
soap-making, traditionally made from alkali
and animal fat. These simple ABS deter-
gents were based on coal tars, by-products
of the coke industry. The German ABS
compounds were called nekals. A number
of U. S. companies used the nekals and
also ABS detergents made from kerosene.

The modern ABS compounds are the
result of research during World War II
to develop anti-knock aviation gasoline.
Olefins, highly branched alkyl benzene
sulfonates, were economically produced in
mass quantities. After the war when the
demand for the special gasoline slowed
down, a number of soap companies devel-
oped the compounds for making high-
powered detergents.

Familiar detergents are known to have
gone through many changes under the
same name. Even today, the brand bought
in New York may be different from the
same brand bought in Peoria, Ill., because
manufacturers design different detergents
to suit the water of each locality.
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$0 you J Czow.?

A tantalum-tube resistance furnace capa-
ble of sustained, stable operation at tem-
peratures as high as 2,200 degrees centi-
grade has been developed.

The ultra-small particles of a new chem-
ical, hydrated aluminum oxide, having
wide potential value to the rubber, plastics
and other industries are so small it would
take 10,000,000 of them to cover the head
of a common pin.

Fire-resistant hydraulic fluids, now being
used in many coal mines, are helping coal
operators lower costs and improve safety.

Stress liberates certain hormones called
catecholamines into the human blood
stream which will promptly raise the blood
pressure.
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RADIOMETER

A Real Solar Motor
American made, Balanced four
arm vane, in 3” diam evac-
uated glass globe, turns upon
exposure to light, any light even
a_lighted match. Highly decora-
tive, interesting, educational, in-
structive. A conversation piece.
We guarantee yours to te.

era

$3.00 f.p. 2 for $5.00 p.p.

25¢ Brings our product bulletin.
HARRY ROSS

Scientific & Lab Apparatus
61-L Reade St., N.Y. 7, N.Y.

508 Different STAMPS

CATALOG VALUE $15 Yours onx 35¢

His fabulous offer is made to
win new friends for Littleton.
508 different stamps — from all
over the world — for only 35¢!
Standard catalog value guaran-
teed to be at least $15. Imagine
the excitement of owning exotic
stamps from Nationalist China,
the United Arab Republic (shown
here), Morocco, Indonesia, Pak-
istan, and many other legendary
B lands! Yes, you get a really gen-
erous assortment from every
continent — for only 35¢ with
g BME a pprovals. (Offer open to adults
only imply rush your name and address, and
only 35¢ to: LITTLETON STAMP CO., Dept.
SNL-2, Littleton, New Hampshire.

CHAMELEON CRAB
FIDDLER GENUS—ALIVE!

D.’s. Illustration lh ac-

SEASHORE SPECIALTIES
Box 414, Dept. A, Beaufort, N.C.

UNITRON

ASTRONOMICAL TELESCOPES

With artificial satellites already launched and
space travel almost a reality, astronomy has
become today's fastest growing hobby.
Exploring th.e skies with a telescope is a
relaxing diversion for father and son alike.
UNITRON’s handbook contains full-page
illustrated articles on astronomy, observing,
telescopes and accessories. |t is of interest
to both beginners and advanced amateurs.

CONTENTS INCLUDE:

Observing the sun, moon, planets and wonders of the sky o
Constellation map « Hints for observers « Glossary of telescope
terms « How to choose a telescope * Astrophotography

UN/TRON

INSTRUMENT COMPANY « TELESCOPE SALES DIV.
66 NEEDHAM ST., NEWTON HIGHLANDS 61, MASS.

Please rush to me, FREE of charge,
ON'S OBSERVER'S GUIDE and TELESCOPE
CATALOG # 5-I
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