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Goals for Today

 Provide an overview of a multi-faceted PEHSU 
response to a community-level exposure

 Review key principles of pediatric environmental 
health central to our PEHSU response

 Review 3 common clinical inquiries to our 
PEHSU and our response to local providers:
• Concerns about possible asbestos exposure
• Increased asthma symptoms
• Request for chemical biomonitoring



Toxic Threats to Children’s Health



Simple Steps to Healthy Environments and 

Healthy Children





Know Your 

Audience

Key Messages

Messaging 

Matters





• Parents do the best they can with the information 

they have at the time…

• Gather evidence-based information

• Err on the side of caution 



Kids Are Not Little Adults



80,000+ new chemicals since WWII

<20% have been tested for toxicity to children 

Toxic Substances Control Act 1976

Exempted 62,000 chemicals 

Chemicals banned/restricted in cosmetics

EU: 1,100

US:  11

Chemical Safety in the U.S.  



Everyday items contain exposures of concern



http://universal.org/user_images/women/woman-asleep-alarm-clock-6-am.jpeghttp:/
http://universal.org/user_images/women/woman-asleep-alarm-clock-6-am.jpeghttp:/


Foods and food packaging, 

preparation

Furniture and electronics

Phthalates

Triclosan

Parabens

BPA
Children’s toys

Phthalates

Lead

Cadmium

Perfluorinated  

compounds

Flame retardants

Cosmetics/Personal Care Products



Measured 265 environmental chemicals

A chemical compound or element present in air, 

water, food, soil, dust, or other environmental 

media, such as chemicals in consumer products

http://www.cdc.gov/exposurereport/

CDC 4th National Report on Human Exposures



CDC’s Key Findings:

• Documents universal exposures

• Establishes background levels

• Highlights existing disparities



Toxic Soup

Lead
Mercury

Mold

Pesticides

Phthalates

Stress

Triclosan Nanoparticles





American Academy of Pediatrics



42.3% East Harlem children living in poverty

In 2012, Federal Poverty Level =$23,283  for 

family of four

High Poverty Neighborhoods 



http://comptroller.nyc.gov/wp-content/uploads/documents/How_New_York_Lives.pdf

HOUSING: How New York Lives 2014

• Nearly third of public housing tenants reported 

water leaks

• East Harlem ranked 55/59 in average # of housing 

concerns 





CDC MMWR 1999–2010 (April 2013)





Contaminated debris in a local park.

Source: NYS Department of Environmental Conservation via http://www.townofislip-ny.gov/ 



Islip, Long Island Dumping

Nearly 50,000 tons 

of debris dumped 

in a public park.

Source: http://www.townofislip-ny.gov/ 



Debris contained some contaminants:
asbestos at some sites
heavy metals
pesticides
polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons (PAHs)

Contaminant levels in the debris generally 
low.

Potential for exposure to the debris also low. 

We do not expect any adverse health effects. 

Islip Dumping



Impacted sites in various stages of remediation, 

and are closely monitored to prevent exposures. 

Islip Dumping

Affected sites are closed.
Source: http://longisland.news12.com/ 





Soil samples were 

analyzed for metals, 

PCBs, pesticides, VOCs.  

The results made public.

Enviroscience Report 8/18/15

Source: http://www.townofislip-ny.gov/ 

Can my child play outside in the soil?



Is the air safe to breathe?

The air was tested for asbestos fibers and results made public.

Enviroscience Report 

Source: http://www.townofislip-ny.gov/ 



Is the water safe to drink?

The groundwater was tested 

and results made public.

Enviroscience Report 

Source: http://www.townofislip-ny.gov/ 



Consults with families and healthcare providers

Collaboration with local Department of Health

Training to local healthcare providers

Factsheets
FAQ

Resources

Our PEHSU Response





Management of Children with 

Possible Environmental Exposures 

in Suffolk County, NY

Encourage families to adhere to 

posted restrictions at contaminated 

sites and stay informed about 

remediation plans.

Reinforce “simple steps” to reduce 

general environmental exposures in 

everyday life.

The key management 

strategy is to reduce 

environmental exposures 

in everyday life.

Families should continue routine 

pediatric care.  

Environmental testing has been done 

at the contaminated sites, and the 

levels of contaminants are generally 

low.

The debris contains asbestos, heavy 

metals, polycyclic aromatic 

hydrocarbons (PAH) and pesticides.

Construction debris was 

illegally dumped at four 

sites around Suffolk 

County, NY.

Targeted medical testing may be 

done if the child’s environmental 

history or clinical status changes. 

We do not recommend environmental 

testing or “biomonitoring” for residents 

concerned about the dumping sites.

The likelihood of 

exposure and health 

impacts for residents is 

low.

A person in the community is not 

expected to have been in direct 

contact with contaminated soil at 

levels at which we would expect 

associated health effects.

The impacted sites are being carefully 

monitored and are in various stages 

of careful remediation.



A concerned father brings his son to your 

pediatrics practice after hearing about the dumping 

in the news.  He wants to know what 

environmental issues to be concerned as his son’s 

asthma and allergies have “been acting up” 

recently.

How should you proceed? 

Case 1: Environmental Health History



Routine screening at well-child check

-vs-

Targeted history for specific symptom or 

environmental concern

What environment?
Primary home environment, other homes, school, 

community, etc

Environmental Health History



www.neefusa.org

 Age and condition of 

home

 Lead hazards

 Secondhand smoke

 Water sources

 Exposures from food

 Parental 

occupation/hobbies

 Ultraviolet radiation

 Smoke and CO 

detectors 

Can adapt EH history 

based on age, location, etc

Basic EH screening questions

http://www.neefusa.org/


 Secondhand smoke

 Mold/moisture

 Dust mites

 Cockroaches

 Animal allergens

 Odors

 VOCs

Targeted Environmental History: Asthma



Environmental History:
+cockroaches in kitchen
+pesticide use in kitchen

- All other triggers negative

Physical Exam:
Normal lung exam
HEENT: swollen nasal turbinates, rhinorrhea

Plan:
Symptomatic care: allergic rhinitis
Counsel on home environmental asthma triggers
Connect to appropriate resources

Case 1, continued



You are seeing a 4 year old healthy boy who lives 

near a dumping site.  His parents are concerned that 

he has been exposed to the contaminants and is 

requesting to be tested “for all environmental 

chemicals”.  The child is in usual state of good health.

How do you respond?

Case 2: Can you test my child for chemicals?



Biomarkers (blood/hair/urine) not recommended

Limitations:

No reference ranges for children

Lack clinical significance

Can not establish source of exposure

“Positive” results common in general population

Exceptions: Lead (and select others in certain cases)

What is Chemical Biomonitoring?



Good history and physical exam

Discuss limitations of testing

Emphasize “simple steps” to reduce exposures 

Lead testing at age 1 and 2 (or high risk)

Questions/concerns —contact PEHSU

Clinical Management



Avoid tobacco products

Ventilate your home

Remove shoes before 

entering home

Encourage frequent hand-

washing with soap/water

Wet Mop, Wet dust 

regularly

What are Simple Steps?

Shop Smart, Read Labels

Minimize canned & 

processed foods

Eat fish, choose wisely

Keep it simple, less is 

more for personal care 

products



Case 2, continued: Lab report obtained by 

family



We would not have recommended testing

Gold standard test for urinary thallium is 24 hour urine 

(spot urine can over-estimate)

No clear reference ranges for children

No links to clinical outcomes at these levels

Bottom line: Simple steps to reduce exposures

What were our key messages?



You receive a call from a mother who lives near the 

Roberto Clemente Park.  She is concerned about 

asbestos in the park and wants to know if she should 

bring her daughter in for testing, especially since she 

has had a mild cough and sneezing for a few days.

How do you respond?

Case 3: Asbestos



Fibrous mineral used in building materials and 

manufactured goods

Route of exposure: inhalation

Friable vs. Non-friable

Health Impacts

What is Asbestos?

Asbestos Ceiling Tile - Scale Comparison
www.flickr.com



Majority of asbestos was “non-friable”

Weekly air monitoring has shown no airborne 

asbestos to date

Given low likelihood of exposure to asbestos at 

the dumping sites, we do not expect asbestos-

related health effects in the general public.

Asbestos from Islip Dumping



Environmental History

Limit further exposure

Smoking, Secondhand Smoke History

NO Chest X-Ray

Document in medical record

Symptomatic care of cough, sneezing

Simple steps to reduce environmental exposures

Clinical Management



No acute symptoms expected from asbestos

• Risk exceedingly low from brief, low-dose 

exposure

• Lung CA, mesothelioma most often seen in 

workers

Smoking greatly increases risk

Screen for tobacco exposure

Simple steps to reduce exposures

Case 3: Summary



PEHSUs can play an important role in 

community level exposure cases

Efforts can be targeted towards addressing 

common questions to the pediatric 

professionals who serve as frontline

Collaboration with local public heath agency 

is central to effective messaging 

SUMMARY



www.pehsu.net



Questions?


