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$125,000 grant to provide prenatal 
environmental health counseling to women
The Center for Ecological Technology (CET) has announced a 3-year Healthy Beginnings: Indoor Air Quality grant of $125,000 from the U.S. EPA that will help provide education for pregnant women about environmental toxins—like second hand smoke—that can affect their developing baby.   

Through a unique collaboration among Berkshire Health Systems, Operation Better Start/WIC, CET, Berkshire Ob-GYN, and Sprout, the Healthy Beginnings:  Indoor Air Quality program will help prevent the many chronic diseases linked with exposure to indoor air pollutants, including second hand smoke.

Berkshire County has one of the highest rates overall in Massachusetts of women who smoke during pregnancy.  According to recent Massachusetts State Department of Public Health statistics, Berkshire County’s rate of smoking during pregnancy was three times higher than the state average, with an estimated 20.3% of pregnant adult women smoking compared to the state average of 7.1%. More alarming, however, are the statistics for pregnant teens. In Berkshire County, 41.2% of pregnant teens smoke compared to the state average of 16.5%.  Also, many non-smoking pregnant women live in households or work in places where family members, friends or co-workers smoke. 

Emerging research emphasizes the importance of protecting the fetus and young child from second hand smoke and other indoor air pollutants, even at low-doses, when a child’s neurological, respiratory, immunologic, and reproductive systems are still developing. 
“We’ve known for a long time that the quality of the air we breathe while in our homes and our workplaces can affect our health in significant ways. What we’re learning now is that when a pregnant woman is exposed to poor indoor air quality, either through second hand smoke, pesticides, or the chemicals found in many household cleaners, her developing baby is too,” said Dr. Siobhan McNally, pediatrician and founder of Sprout, a non-profit initiative designed to educate families about children’s environmental health.

“These chemicals can increase a baby’s lifetime risk of cancer, asthma, and behavior and learning problems. By implementing simple strategies like taking the smoke-free pledge, choosing safer household cleaners, and avoiding chemical pesticides, we can decrease those risks,” Dr. McNally said.
CET is coordinating the program and brings 30 years of experience in providing environmental solutions to current public health problems, including exposure to second hand tobacco smoke, lead, solvents, PCBs and mercury and the use of chemical pesticides and cleaning products.

The grant will enable health care providers both at Operation Better Start/WIC and at Berkshire OB/GYN to educate pregnant women and new mothers about practical ways to minimize health risks to the developing fetus and to the newborn—before inadvertent and preventable damage is done. A broad range of topics are discussed, including the importance of a smoke-free home and workplace; and since March 2007, when nurses began counseling, at least 173 women have taken the smoke-free homes and cars pledge. 
On Wednesday, July 11, Pittsfield Mayor James Ruberto pledged to maintain a smoke-free home and car in support of the program and the young women it serves. “The health of the people of Pittsfield is a top priority and an important part of offering a high quality of life," said Mayor Ruberto. "I applaud the collaborative efforts of Berkshire Health Systems, CET and other organizations that have made this program possible.”
City councilors Tricia Farley-Bouvier and Michael Ward have also pledged to make their respective homes and cars smoke free. 

“Women can choose to keep their homes and cars smoke free,” said Cathy Marchetto, Clinical Coordinator for Operation Better Start.  “This important step can result in lifelong benefits to the family.”
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CET is a non-profit community organization working to promote energy efficiency, renewable energy, waste management and environmental education in western MA. Now celebrating its 30th anniversary year, CET is funded in part by the Massachusetts Cultural Council.

