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Our Most Precious,
Most at Risk

uring pregnancy, a baby receives all its nourishment from its mother. The developing

" \ baby also receives from its mother her history of chemical exposure as well as her
' continuing contact with the chemical soup we are exposed to every day.' Each
child born today is exposed to hundreds of chemicals even before birth.

In a U.S. study of umbilical cord blood, 287 chemicals were found to have been circulating
in the infant, of which 180 are known to cause cancer in humans or animals, 217 are toxic
to the brain and nervous system, and 208 cause birth defects or abnormal development in

animal tests.?

We’re Uniquely Vulnerable in Early Life
The Mount Sinai School of Medicine’s Center for Children’s Health and the Environment describes
how early toxic exposures can cause long-term health damage, some of which may not show
up until later in life:

“Many organ systems in young children - the nervous system, the reproductive
organs, the immune system - undergo very rapid growth and development in the
first months and years of life. During this period, structures are developed and vital
connections are established. Indeed, development of the nervous system continues
all through childhood, as is evidenced by the fact that children continue to acquire
new skills progressively as they grow and develop - crawling, walking, talking,

reading, and writing. The nervous system is not fully able to repair any struc-

tural damage that is caused by environmental toxins. The consequences of

such exposure include loss of intelligence and alteration of normal behavior. Thus,

if cells in the developing brain are destroyed by chemicals such as lead, mercury,
or solvents, or if vital connections between nerve cells fail to form, the resulting
neurobehavioral dysfunction can be permanent and irreversible."

“Because children have more future years of life than do most adults, they have
more time to develop chronic diseases that may be triggered by early environmental
exposures.

Many diseases that are triggered by toxins in the environment require
decades to develop. Examples include mesothelioma (malignant tumors in
the lining of the lungs, abdomen or heart) caused by exposure to asbestos,
leukemia caused by benzene, breast cancer that may be caused by DDT,
and possibly some chronic neurological diseases such as Parkinson’s



BRAIN DEVELOPMENT EASILY DISRUPTED’

' ‘Think of brain development as a time when cells get assigned their first job.

If they are exposed to a particular chemical while they’re on their way to work,
then they may never get there and the job will not be done.

Or they may misunderstand the assignment and not complete it correctly.

Or maybe they won't understand their relationship with “co-workers”— other cells —
thus interfering with the integrated functioning of the brain.

In any case, the chemical is interfering with the performance of the cell’s duties,
which will ultimately affect overall brain development.

One important point about brain development is that various stages of development
provide critical “windows of vulnerability” during which exposure to a chemical substance
may have lasting adverse effects on brain function.

In other words, there are precise moments in development when a toxic chemical

can cause long-term damage to how the brain works.
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From Mother to Child
Several studies that test pregnant women for toxic Changing Childhood llIness
chemicals and then track the health of their children Children'’s exposures to these newly developed
have found that health problems are linked to toxic chemicals, in combination with the triumph
exposure during pregnancy. of vaccines and control of infectious disease, have

For example, one recent study tested for changed the face of childhood illness. For most
phthalates in the urine of pregnant women. Phthalates US children, the classic infectious diseases have
are chemicals widely used in cosmetics and plastics. been replaced by chronic, complex, debilitating
The researchers identified an association between conditions, such as leukemia and other cancers,
pregnant women’s exposure to phthalates and asthma, developmental disabilities, and birth
adverse effects on genital development in their defects. For example:

baby boys. Phthalates have also been shown in + The number of children and the total number of

animal studies to cause genital abnormalities. people with asthma in the U.S. has more than
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Figure 1."
Representative
drawings of a person
by four-year-old
Yaqui children from
the foothills where
natural agricultural
methods are used,
and the valley where
modern chemical-
based pesticides

are used.
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