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PREVENTING
EPIDEMICS.
PROTECTING
PEOPLE.

“ENVIRONMENTAL
PROTECTION IS ABOUT

HUMAN PROTECTION.
IT’S ABOUT FAMILY

PROTECTION AND

COMMUNITY PROTEC-
TION. IT’S ABOUT

SAFEGUARDING PEOPLE

IN THE PLACES WHERE

THEY LIVE, WORK,
PLAY, AND LEARN.
ENVIRONMENTAL PRO-
TECTION IS PUBLIC

HEALTH PROTECTION.”

-- Lisa P. Jackson,
Administrator, U.S.
Environmental
Protection Agency1

A  H E A LT H I E R  A M E R I C A :  T O P  P R I O R I T I E S  F O R  P R E V E N T I O N

The Health Impact of Environmental
Hazards is Well Documented:
■ There are more than 80,000 synthetic chemi-

cals, most of them developed since the 1950s.2

■ Children have greater exposures to environ-
mental toxins than adults. Pound for pound
of body weight, children drink more water, eat
more food, and breathe more air than adults.3

■ The National Research Council estimates
that approximately three percent of all devel-
opmental disabilities are attributable to
exposure to toxic chemicals, such as lead,
methyl mercury, and polychlorinated
biphenyls (PCBs) and other environmental
factors; 25 percent of all developmental dis-
abilities may result from a combination of
genetic and environmental factors.4

■ There is no safe blood lead level.  On aver-
age, children’s IQ scores decrease six points
as blood lead levels increase from zero to 10
micrograms per deciliter (µg/dL).5

■ Asthma, which is triggered by air pollution,
allergens, certain chemicals, exercise, and
stress, affects 16.4 million adults6 and 7 million
children7 in the United States.  An estimated
4,000 people die each year in the United States
from asthma.  Many of these deaths could be
avoided with proper treatment and care.8

■ Certain populations, including children, the
elderly, and lower-income populations are at
greater risk from exposure to indoor air pol-
lutants, including particulate matter, chemi-
cals, animal allergens, and mold.9

■ Contaminated drinking water can cause gas-
trointestinal illness, developmental delays
such as learning disorders, and serious long-
term illnesses such as cancer.10

The Human Health Effects of Climate Change:
■ Climate change is expected to put people in

the United States at higher risk for a range of
health threats, including temperature effects,
air quality changes, more extreme weather
events, and climate-sensitive diseases, includ-
ing vector-, food-, and water-borne diseases.11  

■ Each summer, an estimated 1,700 to 1,800
people in the United States die of heat-relat-
ed causes.12 Climate change is projected to
intensify severe heat waves. 

■ Poor air quality is associated with increased
asthma,13 chronic obstructive pulmonary dis-
ease,14 and other respiratory diseases.15

■ As more extreme weather events, such as
hurricanes, heavy rains and wildfires occur,
humans are expected to suffer from an
increase in deaths, injuries, disease, and
mental health conditions such as depression
and post-traumatic stress disorder.16

■ Certain people in the United States are partic-
ularly vulnerable to the negative consequences
of climate change on human health, including
infants and children, pregnant women, the
elderly, the poor, racial and ethnic minorities,
people with disabilities, people with chronic
medical conditions, and outdoor workers.17

Investigating Connections between the
Environment and Health Yields Life-Saving
Discoveries:
■ The National Children’s Study is tracking

100,000 U.S.-born children from birth to age
21 to seek information on environmental risks
and individual susceptibility factors for asthma,
birth defects, dyslexia, attention-deficit/hyper-
activity disorder, autism, schizophrenia, and
obesity, as well as for adverse birth outcomes.18

■ Researchers are also exploring concerns that
diseases such as multiple sclerosis19, Parkinson’s
disease20, and Alzheimer’s disease21 may be
linked to exposure to environmental hazards.  

■ Tracking the impact of environmental fac-
tors has led to greater understanding of the
connections between:
▲ Folic acid and the reduction of neural

tube birth defects;
▲ Tobacco and cancer;
▲ Childhood exposure to lead and develop-

ment of mental retardation and loss of
motor skills; and

▲ Early cancer screenings and better treat-
ment outcomes.

WHY ARE ENVIRONMENTAL THREATS HARMFUL TO THE NATION’S HEALTH?
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■ Improve Coordination Among Agencies.
Health departments at the federal, state, and
local levels should work with environmental
agencies to undertake initiatives to reduce
known health threats from food, water, and
air, and educate the public about ways to
avoid potential risks.

■ Establish a Nationwide Health Tracking
Network. Congress should provide full fund-
ing for the U.S. Centers for Disease Control
and Prevention’s (CDC) environmental pub-
lic health tracking program.  The CDC
should be provided with the mandate and
resources to establish a centralized, nation-
wide health tracking center, and each state
should receive the necessary funding to fully
conduct health tracking activities, including
tracking animal diseases; chronic diseases
such as cancer and asthma; events related to
bioterrorism; and environmental risks.

■ Fund Research on Climate-related Health
Effects.  Congress should provide significantly
increased funding to CDC to track data on
environmental conditions, disease risks, and
disease occurrences related to climate

change.  CDC should use these data to inform
communities about the health-related risks of
climate change and means to reduce them.

■ Increase Funding for Research into the
Impact of Chemical Exposures on Human
Health.  CDC has conducted limited research
on how chemicals ranging from pesticides to
personal care products impact health. CDC
and state health departments need increased
resources for “biomonitoring” (analysis of
blood, urine, and tissues to measure chemical
exposure in humans) to gain more under-
standing of how different chemicals and lev-
els of exposures to chemicals affect health. 

■ Prioritize Childhood Lead Poisoning
Prevention.  While great progress has been
made nationally in reducing childhood lead
poisoning through efforts to remove older
paint from homes and to reduce lead gaso-
line emissions, serious problems remain.  In
many cities, lead is present in the water at
unacceptable high levels, while lead paint is
still found in older, substandard housing in
many lower-income urban areas.

WHAT CAN BE DONE TO REDUCE ENVIRONMENTAL HEALTH HAZARDS?


