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Nurses to improve health of Pittsfield children 

New Effort will train nurses to identify environmental health factors

The Center for Ecological Technology (CET) has received funding from the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) and Ronald McDonald House Charities of the Capital Region for a new children’s environmental health initiative called Healthy Beginnings.  This program will expand the newborn home visit conducted by a visiting nurse to include discussion of avoidable environmental health factors that can have a lifelong impact on a child’s well being.  

CET, Berkshire Visiting Nurses Association, Berkshire Health Systems and Sprout- the Berkshire Initiative for Children’s Environmental Health are working together to develop this innovative approach that may serve as a model for integrating environmental health issues into home health care.  

Most Pittsfield families with newborns receive a home visit from a visiting nurse. Traditionally, this home visit focuses on the immediate health concerns of mother and baby, and provides an important bridge between the baby’s birth and first visit to the doctor.  Through this new effort, nurses from Berkshire Visiting Nurses Association (VNA) will receive training in how to identify preventable environmental health risks in and around the home.  In turn, the nurses will educate parents of newborns about affordable and practical ways to protect their children from these health risks.  A health care provider who is already in the home can talk to parents about risks in the specific environment in which the child will be raised.  

Many childhood illnesses, such as asthma, certain cancers, and developmental and behavioral problems, have been linked with exposures to a number of chemicals and heavy metals. Asthma can be triggered by indoor air contaminants like cigarette smoke, common household cleaners, and molds. Certain childhood cancers like brain tumors and leukemias have been associated with the use of pesticides. Developmental disabilities and learning problems have been linked with exposure to PCBs and to poisonous metals like lead and mercury. 

“The scientific evidence is compelling,” observed Dr. Siobhan McNally, founder of Sprout. “Parents want to know what steps they can take to make their newborn’s environment safer. Up to now, childproofing a home has focused on the prevention of physical injury. We put locks on our kitchen cabinets and covers on electric sockets.  We will expand that list so it includes steps to decrease our children’s exposure to toxins.” 

Infants and children are especially vulnerable to toxins.  Children are not just “little adults”.  They eat, drink and breathe more for their size than grownups, so their exposure to a toxin in the environment is greater than an adult’s.  They interact with the environment differently than adults in that they crawl on the ground and love to put all kinds of things into their mouths.  Children’s physical and mental development can be disrupted if an exposure takes place at a critical time.  

Healthy Beginnings will pilot the training and environmental checklist in Pittsfield.  Berkshire VNA nurses will help families identify possible exposures, for example, solvents in household cleaners and paints, pesticides, lead in paint and water pipes and mercury and PCBs in fish. 

Visiting nurses will also teach families inexpensive, practical ways to avoid or minimize exposure. For example, nurses might discuss safe levels of fish consumption, local fish and hunting advisories, proper storage and disposal of pesticides as well as alternatives to their use.  Nurses will provide information on indoor air quality and ways to decrease potential triggers for asthma.

“When a new child enters the family, there’s cause for celebration. It also marks a teachable moment, a point when parents will make the effort needed for a safer environment. Healthy Beginnings will give nurses the tools to tailor environmental health education to the specific needs of a family. We expect to have a long term positive impact on the health of the community by preventing or reducing those exposures that are unintentional, but can be controlled,” Dr. Siobhan McNally said. “We are excited creating tools that doctors and nurses will be able to use to evaluate environmental health of all patients.”

Healthy Beginnings has been developed by several leading public health and environmental organizations in Berkshire County. The Center for Ecological Technology (CET) is a community based environmental organization serving western Massachusetts since 1976.  The Berkshire Visiting Nurses Association provides multi-disciplinary healthcare to families, including home visits.  Sprout is a pediatrician-led non-profit initiative for children’s environmental health.  Berkshire Health Systems, the area’s primary health care provider, offers a comprehensive range of medical services representing the full continuum of care.  

“We are excited to work with health care professionals as many health and environmental issues are intertwined,” said Laura Dubester, CET’s director.    “This project will help reduce the amount of toxins in the home, which will protect children’s health and begin to improve the overall water and air quality. Everyone benefits.” 

 For more information on Healthy Beginnings contact Ruth Dinerman at CET, 413-445-4556.  Visit CET’s website: www.cetonline.org.
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