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WASHINGTON —The head of the Consumer Product Safety Commission sidestepped a barrage of congressional questions Tuesday over her agency's response to a string of child injuries and a death related to powerful magnets in a popular toy.

Nancy Nord, acting chairwoman of the CPSC, said the agency faces a "struggle" under current staffing levels to regulate such foreign-made toys as Magnetix, whose dangers were exposed by a Tribune series this month. She declined to talk in detail about Magnetix issues, citing an ongoing investigation, but said the agency responded swiftly to recall millions of the toys after a toddler's death in 2005 from swallowing magnets.

"This new and emerging challenge [of toy magnets] is being met aggressively by the CPSC," she told the House subcommittee on commerce, trade and consumer protection. Later, she said, "The agency does not have -- and frankly, has never had -- the funding to investigate the hundreds of thousands" of product complaints it receives annually.

A Tribune investigation found the CPSC for years knew that magnets could cause dire intestinal injuries in children. Six months before toddler Kenny Sweet Jr. died in November 2005, an Indiana preschool owner pleaded with the agency to recall Magnetix building sets after one of her students nearly died from swallowing the aspirin-sized magnets.

The agency finally acted in March 2006, with a recall of Magnetix that was so confusing that consumers and retailers had no way of knowing which toys had been fixed and which toys were still considered hazardous. The CPSC ultimately expanded that recall last month after acknowledging it had received more than 1,500 reports of magnets coming loose. Once again, the recall alert was so confusing that retailers around the country continued to sell potentially hazardous toys.

Nord declined to respond to a reporter's questions after her testimony.

Republicans and Democrats lamented the CSPC's Magnetix response and they pledged more staff and tougher laws to help prevent similar events.
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Rep. Bobby Rush (D-Ill.), the subcommittee chairman, called the Tribune articles about Magnetix and Kenny Sweet "disturbing, to say the least."

"This child's death is tragic," he said. "What is even more infuriating is the possibility that Kenny's death was preventable."

Several subcommittee members noted that the agency's staffing had fallen from about 1,000 employees in the early 1980s to about 400 today -- though Nord said technology allows it to investigate twice as many cases as in the early 1980s.

"This is an agency, my colleagues, that has been underfunded," said Rep. Cliff Stearns (R-Fla.)..

Rep. Jan Schakowsky (D-Ill.), the committee's vice chairman, touted two bills she has proposed to require testing of products for infants and toddlers and she pressed Nord on whether federal law hamstrings the CPSC by requiring it to negotiate recall language with manufacturers.

"Our children end up being the guinea pigs in potentially deadly experiments every time we bring new products into our homes," Schakowsky said.
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