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FOREWORD

In recent years research scientists, health care professionals, and the general public have become increasingly concerned that exposure to chemicals in the environment or various consumer products may be harmful. These concerns are well founded. But they have also caused confusion and even a sense of helplessness. Parents often wonder, “What am I supposed to do? I’m not a scientist. Isn’t someone in the government paying attention?”
A number of years ago, as a practicing physician, I also began to wonder about the health impacts of environmental contaminants. My medical school training was of little help. It included virtually nothing about these concerns. But that was when Cleveland’s Cuyahoga River caught fire near my school and only a few years after Rachel Carson published Silent Spring. The public environmental health impacts of a rapidly growing chemical industry were not yet on the radar screen of the general public and only beginning to attract the attention of thoughtful scientists. Most of us were basking in the glow of promises of “Better Things for Better Living…Through Chemistry.”
Decades later I studied the history of the pesticide DDT in the United States. It is an instructive and cautionary tale. Widespread use of DDT in agriculture after World War II led to contamination of humans, wildlife, and ecosystems around the world. But the story of attempts to restrict its use is one of sharp disagreements over scientific data, scientific uncertainty, and contested efforts to protect public health and the environment. Science, values, and economic and political power intertwined in acrimonious courtroom hearings. Ultimately, the newly formed Environmental Protection Agency took on pesticide regulation and in the 1970s banned DDT because of its role in decimating bird populations and its suspected impacts on people. But the furor over DDT regulation was only a preview of today’s highly politicized governmental oversight of the manufacture, use, and disposal of industrial chemicals.
Many studies show that some communities and individuals are exposed to unsafe levels of dangerous pesticides that drift in the air, onto playgrounds, and into homes, where they contaminate children’s toys, furniture, and house dust. Moreover, results of recent scientific studies lend support to concerns about the impacts of low levels of some pesticide exposures on a developing child’s brain and immune system, as well as on cancer risk.
But pesticides are only part of the problem. The vast majority of thousands of other industrial chemicals are far less regulated. Chemicals that are not pesticides or pharmaceuticals are not required to undergo any premarket testing before they end up in consumer products or otherwise find their way into air, water, soil, or food. In fact, when such a chemical is proposed for marketing, the administrator of the Environmental Protection Agency must be able to justify concerns about its toxicity or conclude that significant exposures are likely before the agency is authorized to require premarket testing. Of course, without safety data, it’s difficult to justify the concern—a catch-22 that rewards ignorance and lack of information. To make matters worse, thousands of chemicals that were already on the market when current regulatory laws were passed remain on the market without comprehensive safety data. The burden of proof remains on the government to demonstrate a problem—not on the manufacturer to assess safety.
Recently, the European Union adopted a more sensible chemical regulatory policy. Known as Registration, Evaluation, and Authorization of Chemicals (REACH), this law requires more comprehensive safety evaluation of chemicals proposed for marketing, safety testing of chemicals already on the market or their withdrawal after a certain period, and safer substitutes for the most hazardous chemicals. As it made its way through a complex political process, the proposed law was subject to intense efforts to defeat it by those whose primary interest was to protect the economic interests of chemical manufacturers—including the US Department of Commerce and Department of State in the Bush administration.
Many people are hopeful that more protective chemical policies will ultimately be adopted in the United States. Several states have adopted legislation that addresses specific chemicals of concern and there are early glimmers of more comprehensive efforts. But we have a long way to go before state and federal governments are truly meeting their public trust responsibilities to keep hazardous chemicals out of developing babies, breast milk, and the blood of most Americans.
This is the world that Libby McDonald encountered when she plunged into the task that resulted in this book. She came through a well-traveled doorway—motivated by a mother’s love and concerns about the health of her children. But Libby didn’t stop with her own questions. She learned that other parents had similar concerns but few answers. Drawing on her curiosity, considerable skills, and devotion to children, Libby has produced a remarkably useful and eminently understandable book. It will be invaluable for parents and others who have had similar questions and want help sorting out information before deciding what to do.
The scope of what Libby McDonald has accomplished should not be underestimated. Beginning as a concerned mother, not as a scientist, she set out to become responsibly informed before deciding what kind of advice to offer others. Her journey is documented in the pages that follow. In the process, Libby shows the important role that each of us plays in influencing health-protective public policy—whether in homes, schools, communities, or governments. She connects the dots between individual purchasing decisions and their far-reaching influences on the health of many children and the quality of environments many miles away. She shows how political and economic decisions concerning electricity or food production or city planning can influence the ability of a child to learn and remember.
This book offers straightforward advice based on the synthesis of information from many sources. It is a generous gift to all people who want what is best for children but sometimes don’t know where to begin when faced with confusing and often conflicting science. It may even spark curiosity in others who will undertake their own journeys because of heartfelt concerns for the health and well-being of this and future generations. It is an important contribution for which many will be grateful.
—Ted Schettler, M.D., Science Director,

Science and Environmental Health Network


1
UNCOVERING THE TRUTH
A YEARLONG INVESTIGATION

 
To be honest, before I had my own children I didn’t think a whole lot about the environment. I blocked out the constant back-and-forth between environmental types and their critics. The shrill tone of it all, the shifting issues—I could not be bothered. Then, after I had my first baby, the debate crept into my mind. Glancing at old peeling paint or a slab of barbecued salmon, my head would race, remembering an article I had read weeks ago, tipping me off to a particularly vile toxin that wreaks havoc on a child’s nervous system.
As I had my second and then my third child, more and more newspaper headlines began to report connections between environmental threats and mushrooming childhood ailments. I was less successful at blocking out the noise and experienced moments of dread that I wasn’t sufficiently protecting my children from serious environmental contaminants. Even so, because it is downright scary to think about toxins’ reported side effects—learning disabilities, asthma, cancer—I continued to try my best to put it out of my mind, telling myself that not only were the media reports overblown, but there was nothing I could do about the toxins that supposedly contaminated my children’s food, air, and water.
Then, my two-year-old had a high lead count and unfortunately I wasn’t the only one whose child seemed suddenly at risk. Just in my circle of close friends, as our children became toddlers and went off to school, one parent’s little girl was diagnosed with a mild form of autism where she had difficulty walking and suffered seizures. Another learned her seven-year-old had attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD). He was asked to leave the school he had attended since he was four. I began to wonder if there was a connection between these chronic and serious ailments and environmental toxins.
Childhood illness has changed dramatically in the last one hundred years. No longer do children in industrialized countries die of infectious diseases like polio, measles, or meningitis. That is the good news. The bad news is more and more of our children suffer a host of chronic conditions scientists call the “new pediatric morbidity.” These ailments include asthma, cancer, ADHD, poor motor skills, preterm birth, autism, and some birth defects.
At the same time that these chronic conditions have multiplied in the last few decades, becoming alarmingly more common, some eighty thousand new synthetic chemical compounds have been introduced into the environment. Public health scientists have responded by aggressively examining the link between toxins and children’s health; and in 1996 the US Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) established the Office of Children’s Health Protection.
Are these chemicals finding their way into our children’s bodies? In 2004 the Red Cross decided to take a look at umbilical cord blood and figure out what chemicals were pumped across the placenta to our children in the womb, the most vulnerable time of their development. By analyzing the
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