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Tales from the Lab  
The Philos ophy of “Gentle  Che mistry” 

- a review of why we es tablis hed Tri  Nature and what sets us  

- apart from the mains tream 
- By Brian McLean, Tri Nature Di rector and research chemis t  

 

I t i s  timely to revi ew our hi s tory: 
many newer di s tributors,  customers 

and members  are only aware of 

today’s  Tri  Nature and may benef i t 

f rom hearing the “Tri  Nature s tory: 

the beginning to the p resent day”.   

T he art i cle i s based around the most 

frequent ly asked questions and responds 
t o t he perennial  quest i on “what makes 
T ri  Nature di fferent  from the res t ?” It 

features  i n part  i n t he F ebruary issue of 
T he Natural  Heal th  and Vegetari an 
S oci ety Magazine.  
 

A brief  his tory… 

Hammers ley Indus t ries ,  T ri  Nature’s 
parent company,  was founded in 1972. 
At t hat  t ime I had been in  the chemical 

i ndust ry for 12 years  and had been 
involved in  the manufacture of high 
qual i ty ,  chemical specialty products with 

a large mul t i -nat ional  corporati on. 
 

Our new company grew wel l,  i n 
i ndus tri al and commerci al  sectors , 
t hrough the 1970s . Its success was based 

on providing highly effici ent products 
and personal  at t ent ion to the individual 
needs  of our cus tomers . It  was  t hi s 

personal  at t ent ion that  awakened us to 
t he not ion that  people i n industry were 
not  being served well .  
 

T hi s  was  a period when ‘sledge-hammer’ 
chemist ry was pract ised by many 

companies  and seemed to be the easiest 
way to t ackl e i ndus t ri al  cl eaning and 
maintenance issues. Developing products 

using s l edge-hammer phi losophy does 

not  t ake a l ot of tal ent  and the use of 
s t rong caus t i c alkal i es ,  st rong mineral 

acids  or powerful  chlorinat ed 
hydrocarbon solvent s was  common.  
 

We began to  unders t and that i ndustry 
had l it t l e choice i n  what t hey used, as 

mos t  chemical  suppli ers j ust  offered 
more of t he same. W e al so  considered 
that ,  because we were a small company 

and closely i nvolved with our customers, 
maybe we were i n a good pos it i on to 
provide alt ernat ives .  
 

Developing product s ‘with a difference’ 

was  t he germinat ion of the ‘gent l e 
chemis t ry’ phi losophy.  
 

Parti cular p roblems… 
An example of our concerns  i n  t he  

 

i ndus tri al arena was  the use of 
chlorinat ed hydrocarbons in electrical 
solvent s .  C hlorinated hydrocarbons are 

superb degreas ing solvents. They were 
and s ti l l  are used for t he cl eaning of 
el ect ric motors  and small  part s .  
 

T hey are very s t rong solvents and have 

very low boi li ng points, which means 
t hey evaporate qui ckly and leave no 
residue.  They al so have the advantage 

(for elect ri cal work) of being non-
conduct ive and non-fl ammable.  
 

Are they the perfect  solvents?  Yes  

i ndeed – as l ong as  t he safety of the 
people handl ing or using them and the 

safety of the earth’s  atmosphere i s  
dis regarded! The toxicity of chlorinated 
hydrocarbons ranges from ‘qui t e 

concerning’ to  ‘downright  scary’!  
 

T hey evaporat e quickly and the vapours 
are absorbed readily through the skin or 
by inhal ati on.  They reside and build up 

in fat ty  ti s sues .  T hey are nervous  
sys t em depressant s and can damage the 
l i ver and kidneys.  B ack in the 70s and 

80s ,  many were al so ozone l ayer 
depleters . 
 

T he most t oxi c types  of t he ozone 
depleters  have s ince been banned – but 

many other toxi c C HC s remain i n  

popular use t hroughout  a broad 
spect rum of i ndust ry – one of the most 

concerning circumstances  being the 
ext ensive use of large quant it i es of 
perchloroethylene (tetrachloroethylene) 

i n commerci al  dry cleaning operations. 
T hi s  is  one of the most toxic CFCs still 
readi ly  avai l abl e. 
 

New,  l i quefi ed carbon dioxide 

t echnology may one day make the use 
of perchloroethylene obsol ete – but, 
unt i l  then,  I urge you to  ai r al l  dry-

cl eaned it ems  thoroughly before 
bringing them into your home.  
 

Hammers ley was t he fi rst  chemical  
company in  Aus tral ia t o formulat e 

away from chlorinated hydrocarbons in 
i ndus tri al el ect rical solvents – and first 
t o develop solvent-free degreasers, plus 

an enti rely  solvent -free industrial hand 

cl eaner.  Hammers l ey cont inues t o  
provide safer i ndustrial technologies to 

i ndus tri al and commercial  accounts. 

 

The Phosphate di l emma… 
In t he more general  arena,  we had 
become aware, through our 

i nves ti gations  of international trends, of 
t he i ncreas ing number of count ri es  
desperat e t o arrest  a growing 

eut rophicat ion problem in their inland 
water sys tems and thei r consequent 
l egi s lat i on against the use of phosphates 

i n l aundry powders .  
 

A laundry powder’s  effici ency has  
always  been st rongly dependent on its 

phosphate content ,  wi th normal  
supermarket  brands  general l y  

containing 30-40% of a phosphate 
compound.  Sodium t ripolyphosphate, 
t he main phosphate used,  i s  an 

import ant part  of the building system of 
al l regular l aundry powders.  Cos t  
effect ive and very hard to replace, it is 

non-toxi c and highly effi ci ent  i n  
providing not only gentle alkalinity, but 
water softening,  soi l suspension, anti-

redepos i t ion and free rinsing qualities. 
 

T he only unfortunat e feature of this 
i ngredi ent  t ype is  t hat  it  provides  
phosphorus  as  a nut rient to the effluent 

water. T hi s  nut rient  effl uent remains 
unchanged through al l  was tewater 
t reatment processes  and acts  as  a 

fert i l iser for the suffocat ing growth of 
weed and algae i n our water systems 
(t he process  cal l ed eut rophicat ion).  

Laundry powders share responsibility 
with automati c di shwashing powders 
for being the great es t  household  

cont ributors  of phosphate nutrients to 
our waterways .  
 

We were aware of t he growing general 
al arm at  the det eriorat i ng heal th of 

Aus t ral i a’s  i nl and water systems and 
increas ingly concerned about the very 
vis ible effect s  of t he pollut ing 

phosphates  and ni t rat es  in  our local, 
Hunter region waterways .  T hese 
observat ions  l ed us  to  bel i eve that it 

was  highly li kely the Aust rali an 
government  would also legislate against 
t he use of phosphates  in  laundry 

det ergent s.  
 

The greatest chall enge… 

B ecause of our personal concerns about 
t he envi ronment  and the desire to pre-

empt  legis l ati on t hat we believed was 
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                                    inevitable, we set  
                                  about  t he task of 

:                                developing a high – 

qual i ty ,  phosphate-free laundry powder. 
T hi s  was  t he most  diffi cult task we had 
ever undert aken.  
 

European and Ameri can technologies 

revolved around the use of zeoli t es 
(i nsoluble alumino-s ilicate compounds 
t hat  caused so many problems in some 

count ri es  t hat  l egi sl at ion banning 
phosphates  was  repeal ed) or ni trogen 
compounds ,  a farci cal  repl acement  of 

one pol lut ant nutri ent  wi th another. 
T hese t echnologies  produced powders 
t hat  were l ess  effi ci ent and more 

expens ive t han thei r phosphated 
predecessors .  
 

The breakthrough… 
We had to do much bet ter than had 

previous ly been done anywhere in the 
world.  T he research took a number of 
years , many frus trat ions and substantial 

funding,  but  resul t ed i n  our gentle and 
highly effect ive Alp ha Plus  L aundry 
Concentrate powder.  
 

B esides  i ts  ‘phosphate free’ status and 

proven effi ci ency,  our l aundry powder 
al so offers many other benefit s  – both 
envi ronmental  and personal :  
 

• It  contains  two very gent l e 

surfact ants ,  alpha olefin sulphonate 
and alkyl  pol yglucoside, which cause 

no skin i rri t ati ons.  (Sodium 

dodecylbenzene sulphonate, alcohol 
ethoxylat es  and sodium lauryl  
sulphate are mos t often used in  

ordinary powders and can  cause 
i rri t ati ons. ) 

• It  i s  concent rat ed and contains none 

of t he usel ess sodium sulphat e or 
sodium chloride t hat bulks out and 
ext ends  normal  powders (these and 

other fi l l ers  increase sali ni ty  i n 
effl uent ,  make the product  l ess 
acceptabl e for grey-water uses and 

increase the usage rate needed for 
t he wash).  

• It  i s  ext remely free ri nsing (t he 

addi t ion of fi ll ers t o  t he chemical 

l oad of t he wash makes  i t  more 
diffi cul t  to  ensure free ri nsing. 
C onsequent ly,  skin irri tation from 

the washed garments is more likely).   
• It  i s  very gent le and is suitable for all 

washable fabri cs .  
 

As i t t ranspi red,  t he Aus t ral i an 

government  did not  l egi s lat e against 
phosphate/ni trat e l aundry detergents.  

 

T he s tatus  quo was  maintained, along 
with the problem of eut rophicat ion. 
 

It  would be appropri at e to mention at 

t hi s  point t hat  our more recent Alpha 
Plus  l iquid products – Laundry Liquid 

and Gentle Wash – have negligible salt 
content  and,  being liquids, are also free 
of phosphates and ni trat es .   
 

F or suburban grey-water gardening and 

the i nevi tabl e,  future need to recycle 
was t ewater on a grand scal e,  P et er 
S hepherd-Wi l son of W aterwi se 

S ys t ems,  a grey-water sys t em 
manufacturer i n  Victori a, has declared 
that  t hey are probably the best laundry 

product s  avail able i n Aus t ral ia. The 
rami ficat ions of high salt  l evel s i n  
was t ewater are t hat salts destroy garden 

soi l  and that  l arge-scale desalination is, 
current ly  at  any rat e, a very expensive 
process .  
 

P eter i s  very concerned about the high 

sal t  counts  recorded at  Melbourne’s 
was t ewater t reatment pl ants. Both he 
and the plant  engineers estimate that, at 

t he Werribee pl ant ,  where a l ot of 
i ndus tri al effluent  is treated, 10 percent 
of t he sal i nit y  is  at t ri but abl e t o  

household product s .  At  the Carrum 
Downs  plant , which receives far less 
i ndus tri al was t e, they estimate that 30-

50 percent  of t he salt count is caused by 
household product s ,  mainly laundry 

powders .  
 

T he remainder would come from 

indus t ry and the fert il i sers  used in  
agri cul ture,  but  thi s  high household 
percentage provides  an i ndi cat ion of 

j us t  how much di fference could be 
made by us ing t ruly environmentally 
respons ibl e household product s.  
 

The birth of  Tri  Nature… 
B ack to  t he 1980s .  Our company now 

had thi s  ground-breaking, fantastically 
gent l e,  effecti ve and economical  
powder t o make avai l abl e t o  t he 

l aundri es  of Aus tral ia.  
 

However, i t  was a product  wi th 
qual i ti es  and features which needed to 
be explained – and,  through our work 

with t he l aundry powder and other 

development  proj ects ,  we also had 
many more i deas  for equally gentle and 

superior household products ‘waiting in 
t he wings’.  Thi s  was the genesis of Tri 
Nature.  
 

A network of i ndependent distributors  

 

and special i st  ret ail  out l ets  was  
developed,  so t hat  t he benefi t s  and 

advantages  of our product s  could be 

full y  explained to customers and users. 
 

In October 1989,  Tri  Nature was  

offi ci al l y  l aunched,  wi th a ' smal l  
footprint ' philosophy. A philosophy of 
harmlessness t o  humans , flora, fauna, 

ecology and environment, and a passion 
to repl ace harsh and aggressive 
chemical  products, petroleum solvents, 

phosphates  and other envi ronmental 
pol lutant s with gentle, naturally based, 
high performance product s .  A 

phi losophy of ' gen t le chemis t ry' .  
 

S ince t hen,  Tri  Nature has  ext ended 
from the 13 original  products to a full 
range of household speci alt y  and 

personal  care products .  
 

S ometimes  t he addi ti ons to our range 
have been s low to emerge, because a lot 
of our work i s not  easy.  Each product 

mus t  be t he very gentl est and the very 
bes t  avai lable.  Each product  mus t  
provide real  advantages , i n  usage,  

safety and envi ronmental t erms . 
 

L aw and folklore… 
In t he past  few decades ,  Aust rali an 
l egi s lat i on covering poisons, dangerous 

goods and heal th and safety issues has 
gone a long way in  making the 
chemical s t hat  we are exposed to on a 

dai ly  bas is  reasonably safe. While care 
s t il l  needs  t o be taken when choosing 

and using household cleaning products, 

t hey are much bett er controlled than in 
1989 when T ri  Nature began.  
 

T here i s ,  however,  considerable use of 
deplorable scaremongering and 
mis informat ion tact ics  used by some 

speci al i s t manufacturers who consider it 
necessary t o  market  thei r products by 
convincing people t hat using anything 

el se may j eopardi se t he heal th  and 
safety of themselves  and their family. 
T hi s  is  dishones t and brings no honour 

t o our profession.  
 

The Tri  Nature di f f erence… 
S o,  i f t hings  aren’t as bad as they were, 

what  now gives  Tri  Nature the edge?  
What  i s  i t t oday that sets  T ri Nature 
apart  and why do so many users report 

so many benef i cial  resul t s s ince 
swi t ching from supermarket t o  Tri  
Nature product s? 
 

T une in  next  month for part  2  for the 

answer…! 
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