
Studies Showcase the High Cost of Environmental Illness in Children
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Three new studies reveal the stag-
gering economic impact of toxic 
chemicals and air pollutants in 

the environment on children, and pro-
pose new legislaƟ on to mandate test-
ing of new chemicals and also those 
already on the market. The studies, 
“Environmental Disease in Kids Cost 
$76.6 Billion in 2008,” “Children’s 
Vulnerability to Toxic Chemicals,” and 
“Pollutants and Respiratory Illness in 
Infants,” were published in the May is-
sue of the journal Health Aff airs (Vol. 
30, No. 5), by Mount Sinai School of 
Medicine. These studies are available 
here: hƩ p://bit.ly/HealthAff airsPub
 
Researchers analyzed the costs of 

condiƟ ons – including lead poisoning, 
childhood cancer, asthma, auƟ sm, and 
aƩ enƟ on defi cit hyperacƟ vity disorder 
(ADHD) – associated with exposure to 
toxic chemicals. The team calculated 
both the annual cost for direct medical 
care as well as the indirect costs, which 
include parents’ lost work days and lost 
economic producƟ vity for Ɵ me spent 
caring for their children. From here, re-
searchers found the annual cost in the 
United States to be a whopping $76.6 
billion, which is approximately 3.5 per-
cent of the total U.S. health care costs 
in 2008. 

“Our fi ndings show that, despite pre-
vious eff orts to curb their use, toxic 

chemicals have a major impact on 
health care costs and childhood mor-
bidity,” said lead author of the fi rst 
study, Leonardo Trasande, MD. “New 
policy mandates are necessary to re-
duce the burden of disease associated 
with environmental toxins. The preva-
lence of chronic childhood condiƟ ons 
and costs associated with them may 
conƟ nue to rise if this issue is not ad-
dressed.”

Dr. Trasande also reviewed an earlier 
study of 1997 data, which was con-
ducted by Philip J. Landrigan, MD, and 
documented $54.9 billion in annual 
costs for childhood diseases associ-

Denver Mom PeƟ Ɵ ons to Get PesƟ cides Off  of School Grounds

The Edison Elementary Green 
Team, a group of concerned par-
ents in Denver, Colorado asked 

the Denver Public School Board to 
stop the use of harmful chemicals. The 
group has been peƟ Ɵ oning since mid-
May, collecƟ ng over 1,000 signatures 
of concerned parents and community 
members urging the school board to 
reconsider its contract with TruGreen 
ChemLawn which ends on July 1. Sign 
the peƟ Ɵ on here: hƩ p://bit.ly/Denver-
PeƟ Ɵ on

The issue began for Nicole Baumann, 
one of the concerned parents who 
started the peƟ Ɵ on, when she heard 
other parents describe an incident 
when TruGreen sprayed the herbicide 

2,4-D on school grounds while kids 
were playing soccer and parents were 
standing outside waiƟ ng to pick up 
their children. School offi  cials say they 
do not know what happened that day; 
however Trena Deane, execuƟ ve direc-
tor of faciliƟ es management for Den-
ver Public Schools (DPS) told EducaƟ on 
News Colorado that they have no rea-
son to believe TruGreen was misapply-
ing them, and that the chemicals are 
typically not toxic unless they are used 
inappropriately. 

However, 2,4-D has been linked to 
numerous health eff ects, including 
cancer, reproducƟ ve eff ects, endo-
crine disrupƟ on, and kidney and liver 
damage. ScienƟ fi c studies have con-

fi rmed signifi cantly higher rates of 
non-Hodgkin’s lymphoma for farmers 
who use 2,4-D than those who don’t; 
dogs whose owners use 2,4-D on their 
lawns are more likely to develop ca-
nine malignant lymphoma than those 
whose owners do not. It is the top sell-
ing herbicide for non-agricultural use, 
such as lawns, in the United States.

Children are especially sensiƟ ve and 
vulnerable to pesƟ cides because of 
their rapid development and behavior 
paƩ erns. Adverse health eff ects, such 
as nausea, dizziness, respiratory prob-
lems, headaches, rashes, and mental 
disorientaƟ on, may appear even when 
a pesƟ cide is applied according to label 
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ated with environmental toxicants in 
the United States. Reviewing this prior 
analysis, Dr. Trasande found that while 
exposure to lead and costs associated 
with asthma had diminished, new 
chemicals and new environmentally-
induced diseases, like ADHD, have in-
creased the overall burden of disease. 

In the second study menƟ oned, Dr. 
Landrigan and Lynn R. Goldman, MD, 
propose a three-pronged approach to 
reduce the burden of disease and rein 
in the eff ects of toxic chemicals in the 
environment:

1. Conduct mandatory examinaƟ ons 
of chemicals already on the market 
for potenƟ al toxicity, starƟ ng with the 
chemicals in widest use, using new, 
more effi  cient toxicity tesƟ ng technol-
ogies.

2. Assess all new chemicals for toxicity 
before they are allowed to enter the 

marketplace, and maintain strictly-en-
forced regulaƟ on on these chemicals.

3. Strengthen ongoing research and 
epidemiologic monitoring to beƩ er 
understand, and subsequently pre-
vent, the health impact of chemicals 
on children.

“ImplemenƟ ng these proposals would 
have a signifi cant impact in prevenƟ ng 
childhood disease and reducing health 
costs,” said Dr. Landrigan. “Scant legis-
laƟ on has been passed to reduce the 
risks associated with childhood expo-
sure to toxic chemicals in the environ-
ment. Even though only six chemicals 
have been banned, we have seen dra-
maƟ c benefi ts from that acƟ on alone. 
The removal of lead from gasoline and 
paint is an example of the importance 
of this type of regulaƟ on.”

In the last study menƟ oned, Perry 
Sheffi  eld, MD, evaluated the liƩ le-
studied correlaƟ on between air pollu-
Ɵ on and infecƟ ous respiratory illness 
in children, and the subsequent costs 

to health care. Dr. Sheffi  eld and her 
team analyzed hospitalizaƟ on data 
between 1999 and 2007 for children 
aged one month to one year who had 
bronchioliƟ s – a type of viral lung infec-
Ɵ on with symptoms similar to asthma 
– and monitored the air quality sur-
rounding in the hospitals where the 
paƟ ents were treated. Her team re-
vealed that as the amount of air pol-
lutants increased, infant bronchioliƟ s 
hospitalizaƟ on costs increased by an 
average of $127 per paƟ ent.

The common diseases aff ecƟ ng the 
public’s health are all too well-known 
in the 21st century. Their connecƟ on 
to environmental contaminants, espe-
cially pesƟ cides, conƟ nues to strength-
en despite eff orts to miƟ gate chemical 
risk under the current risk assessment-
based policy. Beyond PesƟ cides be-
lieves there is an urgent need for pub-
lic policy at all levels –local, state, and 
naƟ onal—to end dependency on toxic 
pesƟ cides, replacing them with care-
fully defi ned integrated pest manage-
ment strategies. 
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direcƟ ons. PesƟ cide exposure can ad-
versely aff ect a child’s neurological, re-
spiratory, immune, and endocrine sys-
tem and have been shown to cause or 
exacerbate asthma symptoms. Studies 
show that children living in house-
holds where pesƟ cides are used suff er 
elevated rates of leukemia, brain can-
cer, and soŌ  Ɵ ssue sarcoma. Because 
most of the symptoms of pesƟ cide 
exposure, from respiratory distress to 
diffi  culty in concentraƟ on, are com-
mon in school children and may also 
have other causes, pesƟ cide-related 
illnesses oŌ en go unrecognized and 
unreported.

“These kids are rolling around in the 
grass,” Ms. Baumann told Change.org. 
“Our kids’ immune systems are not 

really developed yet. They’re suscep-
Ɵ ble. Why would we knowingly apply 
this where our kids are playing in the 
grass when we know there are other 
opƟ ons out there that are safe?”

School is a place where children need 
a healthy body and a clear head in or-
der to learn. Numerous scienƟ fi c stud-
ies fi nd that pesƟ cides typically used 
in schools are linked to chronic health 
eff ects such as cancer, asthma, neuro-
logical and immune system diseases, 
reproducƟ ve problems, and develop-
mental and learning disabiliƟ es. Well 
defi ned integrated pest management 
in schools has proven to be an eff ec-
Ɵ ve and economical method of pest 
management that can prevent pest 
problems and eliminate the use of haz-
ardous pesƟ cides in school buildings 
and on school grounds.

Many communiƟ es across the coun-
try have taken a stand against the use 
of toxic pesƟ cides on their lawns and 
landscapes, and you can too! For as-
sistance organizing a campaign to stop 
pesƟ cides in your school, proposing 
a policy to your city council, or sim-
ply talking to others about pesƟ cide 
reform, contact Beyond PesƟ cides at 
info@beyondpesƟ cides.org or 202-
543-5450. For more informaƟ on on 
being a part of the growing child-safe 
lawn care movement, see www.be-
yondpesƟ cides.org/schools and www.
beyondpesƟ cides.org/lawn. 

Live in the Denver area? Read and Sign 
the PeƟ Ɵ on by the Edison Elementary 
Green Team to stop the use of pesƟ -
cides with harmful chemicals at Den-
ver Public Schools: hƩ p://bit.ly/Den-
verPeƟ Ɵ on. 

Denver PeƟ Ɵ on
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