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Abstract
Whether you are a government official, a physician, a nurse, a teacher, or a parent, you face a variety of challenges to keeping children and families healthy. One important area that may be overlooked is the possibility of harmful exposures to chemicals in the environment. Yet every day children may be exposed to a variety of potentially hazardous chemicals in the air they breathe, in the food and water they consume, in their homes and schools, at work, and in play areas. Some of these chemicals are naturally occurring but others are a result of human activities. Either way, they may have serious effects on children’s health. Children’s harmful exposures to chemicals should therefore always be minimized and prevented whenever possible.

The social and economic cost of children’s harmful exposure to chemicals can be high. In addition to direct medical expenses, there are sick days that keep children away from school and their parents away from work, and the emotional toll that childhood illness, disability and death takes on families and communities. Poor children are the most vulnerable and may suffer the most harm, as they tend to be undernourished, live in more polluted environments, and lack access to health care and education. Individuals, organizations, and agencies responsible for protecting children need to become more aware of the threats and take actions to prevent them.

The Intergovernmental Forum on Chemical Safety (IFCS) considered specific ways to protect children from harmful exposures and adopted recommendations calling for action by international organizations, national governments, and public and private sector institutions and individuals.  These recommendations constitute a framework for action aimed at achieving measurable progress toward protecting children from chemicals in the immediate future. Numerous initiatives at the national and international level have begun this important work and provide models for additional efforts.
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