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Step inside LuxSF in Hayes Val-
ley, and it may come as a surprise
that the sunny, compact salon lined
with shelves full of colorful polishes
smells fresh and chemical free.

Since opening in 2013, owner
Tracy Brown has used only nail
polishes formulated without five
known toxic chemicals, paid his
employees a $14 hourly wage (ex-
ceeding San Francisco’s minimum
wage of $12.25), and built a special
heating, ventilation and air condi-
tioning system for proper ventilation
into his tidy, 650-square-feet space.

“You’re not going to find a quick
$30 mani-pedi at our place,” says
Brown, who charges at least double
that for a relaxed 65-minute com-
bined manicure and pedicure ser-
vice. “We follow the law. We offer
healthier services. To get good peo-
ple, you have to treat them well.”

LuxSF may seem like an anomaly
in a crowded market where clients
are often looking for speedy lunch-
time beauty services at bargain pric-
es. The ubiquitous cheap mani-pedi
has become as routine to a woman’s
regimen as a haircut, making it easy
to ignore the salon industry’s some-
times grim workplace environment
and hazardous health practices.

But look beyond the surface of
the relaxing spa music and trickling
water features and horror stories
abound, from manicurists devel-
oping chronic respiratory illnesses
while working grueling hours in
fume-filled shops to clients acquir-
ing nail fungus, warts or even flesh-
eating staph infections caused by
the use of contaminated equipment.

A recent New York Times exposé
uncovering abusive working condi-
tions and health risks at New York
City-area nail salons generated a
flurry of media attention to the in-
dustry’s dark side, giving some a
newfound awareness about the
seemingly harmless beauty rituals.

The question remains: How do
you know if your favorite neigh-
borhood nail salon is safe and eth-
ical?

San Francisco’s Healthy Nail Sa-
lons Program, run by the city’s De-
partment of the Environment, is a
good place to start, says department
spokesman Guillermo Rodriguez.

Launched in 2012 as the first of its
kind in the country, the little-known
program came out of a partnership
with the California Healthy Nail
Salons Collaborative, which aims to
improve the health, safety and
rights of the cosmetology and nail
salon workforce.

Julia Liou, director of Asian
Health Services Planning and De-
velopment in Oakland, co-founded
the collaborative in 2005 after doing
outreach in the Vietnamese im-
migrant community and hearing
countless stories from manicurists
and salon owners about health con-
cerns related to working in nail
salons.

“It’s what we were seeing and
hearing,” says Liou. “We realized it
was an epidemic.”

According to the collaborative,
there are 98,613 active manicurists
and 253,571 active cosmetologists in
California. Eighty percent are esti-
mated to be Vietnamese immigrants,
and more than 50 percent are wom-
en of childbearing age.

With limited federal oversight of
the billion-dollar cosmetics industry,
the collaborative focuses on protect-
ing consumers and workers from
exposure to toxic chemicals found in
nail products that have been linked
to chronic health problems, cancer,
birth defects and miscarriage.

Of California’s 8,500 nail salons,
200 are in San Francisco. Rodriguez
says so far, 30 of the city’s salons

have been certified by the Healthy
Nail Salons program, including
LuxSF (see Safety resources).

The city of Santa Monica and the
counties of Alameda, San Mateo and
Santa Clara have adopted programs
based on San Francisco’s model,
says Liou. The collaborative is work-
ing on launching the program in
Marin and Los Angeles counties.

To be recognized as a Healthy
Nail Salon, all staff must complete a
free educational training, and the
salon must meet criteria for using
safer practices and products.

Having a well-ventilated space
with a specific area designated for
artificial nail services, if such servic-
es are offered, and implementing a
mechanical air-filtration system
within the first year are high on the
checklist.

All products used should also be
free of dibutyl phthalate (DBP),

quality and ethics.
Kelly Hensley, former owner of

the successful nail spa Mani Pedi on
Potrero Hill in San Francisco, says
the Bay Area’s supply-and-demand
price wars drive down nail salon
prices, but at a cost to workers and
consumers.

“There’s no way you can do a
safe, sanitary, legal manicure or
pedicure for under $25,” says Hen-
sley, who has since abandoned the
nail salon industry to run Leftovers
Consignment Furniture store in San
Francisco. “If you’re getting a ser-
vice for lower than that price, then
you’re getting dirty tools, reused
Barbicide (disinfectant), or scouring
pads that have been used on some-
one else.”

Nerissa Pacio Itchon is a Peninsula
freelance writer. E-mail
style@sfchronicle.com

ministration does not require manu-
facturers to disclose ingredient lists
of nail products sold to profession-
als (rather, only those sold at retail),
the responsibility falls on salon
owners and manicurists to research
potentially toxic chemicals. The
FDA also does not require pre-
market approval on cosmetics and
nail products with the exception of
most color additives.

“My concern is: In the long run,
what will these chemicals do to your
health?” says Nguyen, who buys
only toxin-free polishes and organic
lotions and scrubs for the salon. “I
use chemicals every day and have
had bad allergic reactions to a lot of
things. We’re also in this small
space for 10 to 11 hours a day
breathing in whatever is in the air.”

In addition to product safety, and
ventilation and sanitation practices,
salon prices can be a red flag for

toluene and formaldehyde (known
as the “toxic trio”); nail polish re-
movers formulated without ethyl or
butyl acetate; and nail thinners
without toluene and methyl ethyl
ketone.

Staff must wear masks and gog-
gles while performing artificial nail
services and wear nitrile gloves
while using nail products. Custom-
ers should also not be permitted to
bring in their own products unless
they are free of the designated tox-
ins.

“The program is really about
developing certain criteria that can
reward salons that prioritize their
workers’ and consumers’ health,”
says Liou, “and doing this in a way
that isn’t going to put folks out of
business.”

Salons are rewarded with a certif-
icate and a Healthy Nail Salon seal
to display in their windows. They

also receive free marketing. San
Francisco began its Pretty Shouldn’t
Stink campaign this year, which
includes posting ads on Muni bus
shelters in target neighborhoods
where healthy salons have been
certified, says Rodriguez.

For Blanca Cavallero, owner of
AvantGard in San Carlos, operating
an ethical spa for the past 20 years
has meant going beyond basic re-
quirements to take care of her em-
ployees and customers.

“I’ve heard all kinds of horror
stories when I interview employ-
ees,” says Cavallero, whose luxury
spa was recognized by the city of
San Mateo’s Healthy Nails Program
in 2014. “Nail techs working 12
hours a day with no breaks. One
told me she was living out of a
packed room with males and fe-
males so she could commute from
San Jose to a better-paying salon in

Pescadero.”
In addition to complying with

state labor laws, full-time Avant-
Gard employees receive health and
dental benefits, are booked with
appointments only during their
designated shifts (as opposed to
working unexpected overtime), and
take meal and rest breaks in a desig-
nated break room.

The spa does not offer acrylics,
gels or shellac services because of
the health risks involved; acrylics
produce harmful particulates, while
gel and shellac require polish to be
cured under a UV light and a harsh
acetone finger soak upon removal.

Cavallero also invested $3,800 into
a medical-grade autoclave to sterilize
metal nail implements between
clients.

While the California Board of
Barbering and Cosmetology does
not require use of autoclave steril-

ization for nail tools, Cavallero says
the machine is a more reliable way
of killing fungus, bacteria and vi-
ruses that can be transferred be-
tween clients than the soaking solu-
tions used by most salons.

“I’ve gone to other places and see
that blue stuff they are using,” says
Cavallero. “Sometimes I wonder, is
that really just Windex? You never
really know.”

Josephine Nguyen, general man-
ager of Harmony Beauty Bar in San
Anselmo, says she requests ingredi-
ent lists directly from manufactur-
ers so she can research the safety of
each ingredient in all products she
buys for the salon.

“It has to be safe to use on every-
one, including children and preg-
nant women,” says Nguyen, who
has worked in the industry for two
decades.

Because the Food and Drug Ad-
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THE SAFE & ETHICAL MANI-PEDI
ETHICAL SALON
CHECKLIST

How do you know if a nail salon
is ethical? Look for these signs:

N Products offered are “3-
free” (free of the toxic trio:
formaldehyde, DPB and tolu-
ene) or “5-free” (free of toxic
trio plus formaldehyde resin and
camphor).

N Good air circulation (air
does not smell of chemical
fumes).

N Each client receives own set
of disposable nail tools (pum-
ice stones, toe separators,
orange sticks and nail buffs)
that are given to client or dis-
posed of after each service.

N Spa pedicure basins and
tubs are sanitized for at least
10 minutes between each cus-
tomer or disposable plastic
basin liners are used for each
client.

N Nail tools are first washed
with soap and water, then
soaked in an EPA-registered
disinfectant for the manufactur-
er’s recommended time, usually
about 10-15 minutes.

N Salons with an even higher
standard than the state cos-
metology board sterilize tools in
a medical-grade autoclave for
20 minutes and present them to
clients in individually wrapped
packaging.

N Nail technicians wash their
hands and sanitize client’s
hands before performing servic-
es.

N Nail technicians wear dis-
posable nitrile gloves, espe-
cially when cleaning client’s
hands and feet or if there’s an
abrasion visible on the employ-
ee or client.

N Nail technicians wear
masks to avoid particle and
fume inhalation, if nail services
such as acrylics or acetone
gel-removal are offered.

N Employees are given regular
meal and rest breaks and have
a designated break room for
eating.

N Salon posts city’s official
minimum wage signage in
public view.

S.F. program leads
in ensuring salons
protect health of

workers and
clients from

fingertip to toe
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LuxSF salon technician Bobby Karki (clockwise from top) gives Olena Bulygina a foot massage at the Hayes Valley spa; luxury spa AvantGard in San Carlos has operated ethically for 20 years and was recognized by the city of San Mateo for its safety practices;
Deborah Lippmann’s toxic-free nail polishes at LuxSF, which has been certified by S.F.’s Healthy Nail Salons program; LuxSF’s Karki applies polish to Bulygina's toenails.

AvantGard

SAFETY
RESOURCES

S.F. Department of the Envi-
ronment Healthy Nail Salons
Program http://bit.ly/1RKZq2Q

California Healthy Nail Salon
Collaborative
www.cahealthynailsalons.org

Department of Consumer
Affairs Board of Barbering
and Cosmetology
http://bit.ly/1LcHnQM

FDA nail product regulation
http://1.usa.gov/1Jb43gn


