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> Introduction
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Up to one-third of the burden of death and disease in
the world is attributable to factors in the environment.
While children under the age of 5 years make up only
around 10% of the world's population, they
nevertheless bear over 40% of the environment-
related burden of ill health. Unhealthy environments
contribute to the deaths of over five million children
under the age of |4 years each year. The major
environmental threats to children's health and safety
occur in the very places in which they ought to be
protected - their homes, schools and neighbourhoods.

< Vulnerability of children to
I\ environmental hazards

Children are particularly vulnerable to environmental
hazards. Relative to adults, they have higher rates of
ingestion, respirationand metabolism, and their organs
and systems are incompletely developed. In addition,
childrenare naturally curious, and may in the process of
exploring their environments touch or ingest toxic
substances, or put their physical safety at risk. The
worst environmental threats are faced by children who
live in conditions of poverty, where they may confront
multiple environmental risks. High levels of
malnutrition among poor children may increase their
vulnerability to environmental threats. Exposure to
environmental hazards in childhood may lead to
irreversible, life-long consequences for health.

Environmental threats to the
health of South African children

While wide-ranging environmental threats to the
health of South African children exist, certain settings
are associated with particu-
larly high burdens of ill
health. Underdeveloped
rural areas, impoverished
urban housing settlements,
and areas of inner city

degeneration are amongst these. For example, more than
half of South African households may be exposed toindoor
air pollution on a daily basis from the fuels (such as wood,
coal, cow dung, crop waste and paraffin) used for cooking.
This is associated with an increase in the burden of
respiratory illnesses, especially acute respiratory
infections such as pneumonia in young children. Unsafe
energy sources have also been associated with high levels
of burn injuries and paraffin poisoning in South Africa.
Diarrhoeal diseases, associated with inadequate access to
water, sanitation and hygiene education, as well as poor
food preparation facilities and practices, remain among
the top five killers of young South African children. In poor
urban townships, as many as 60% of first grade school
children may have blood lead levels which equal or exceed
international action levels. High blood lead levels are
associated with reduced IQ scores, poor school
performance, and adverse changesin child behaviour.

The origin of the Healthy Envi-
ronments for Children Alliance

Dr Gro Harlem Brundtland, WHO's Director-General,
announced her intention to launch a global mass
movement to tackle the worldwide environmental crisis
affecting children's health at the World Health Assembly in
May 2002. Increasing awareness of the severe impacts of
environmental hazards on the health of children, coupled
with WHO's conviction that its top priority in health and
development must be investing in the future - in children
and the young - spurred the Organisation to launch the
"Healthy Environments for Children Initiative". This took
place on | September 2002 at the World Summit on
Sustainable Development (WS5D) in Johannesburg, South
Africa. Now known as the global Healthy Environments for
Children Alliance (HECA), the movement has received
world-wide interest, and is rapidly gaining momentum in
regionsand countries around the world.

. South Africa's response

The South African Minister of Health wasamongthefirstto
publicly declare her commitment and endorsement of the
Healthy Environments for Children Initiative. With wide-



ranging and often severe environmental threats to the
health and safety of South African children, there is an
acknowledged need for scaled-up action in this regard.
Many South African political leaders have pledged to place
issues of children, environment and health higher up on
political agendas. Following enthusiastic celebrations for
World Health Day 2003, which focused on Healthy
Environments for Children, national, provincial and local
governments are encouraging communities and partners
to take action to create Healthy Environments for
Children throughout the country. Society at large is invited
tosupportthedevelopmentofaHealthy Environments for
ChildrenAlliancein South Africa (HECA-SA).

ﬂ The essence of HECA

The draft global HECA mission statement relates to the
development of “a world-wide alliance to intensify global
action on environmental risks to children's health that
arise from the settings where they live, learn, play and
earn, by providing knowledge, increasing political will,
mobilizing resources, and catalyzingaction.”

Amongsttheapproachesof HECAare:

m Placingchildren, environmentand health concerns
higher up on politicalagendas;

® Focusingoncross-sectoralaction;

® Expandingandscalingupactionaround children,
environmentand health;

¥ Developing newand innovative ways of working
with limited resources;

B Astrong focus oncommunity participation; and

m Thestrengthening of existinginitiatives.

Thecorefunctionsinclude:
® Advocacyandawareness-raising;
B Provision of knowledge, information exchange and
expertise for decision-making;
B Promotion of effective policiesand actionatall
levels, andacrossallsectors;
B Supportforcountriesand communitiesin creating
and maintaining healthy environments for children;
Monitoringand evaluation of progress.

The priority issues of focus for HECA are household water
security, hygiene and sanitation, air pollution, especially
indoor air pollution, disease vectors, chemical hazards
(including lead, mercuryand pesticides), and unintentional
injuries suchas burns, paraffin poisoningand drowning.

n A settings-based approach

In light of the major portion of environmental threats
to children's health occurring in their homes, schools,
and neighbourhoods, HECA encourages a settings-
based approach to action, supporting efforts to
“tackle the environmental risks to children's health in
the places in which they are conceived, born, live,
grow, learnandplay.”

Risks to
Children's Health
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S S Further information

on Healthy
Neighbourhoods 4
® Make public places smoke-free; Environments for
B Advocate forsafer roadsandimproved public Children may be

transportand trafficmanagement;
B Eliminatetheuseofleadinpetrol; obtained from:
M Planttreesandcleanuprivers;
® Improvewastedisposaland management
systems;
B Ensurethatplaygroundsare safeand
child-friendly.

Schools
® Ensureaccesstosufficient quantities of ey S S e inn:

cleanwater; www.who.int,

M Ensuretheavailability of sufficientseparate telephone: 27 12 338 5204,
toilets for girlsand boys; gvzyl@un.org.za

B Planttreesand keepschoolgroundsclean
and safe;

® Ensurethatschoolsare located wellaway
fromindustrialareas, busy roadsand waste
dumps;

® Promotegood ventilationandlightingin
schools;

® Encourage healthyand well-balanced diets,

forexample through healthy tuckshop South African

policiesand the developmentoffood gardens; Department of Health,
¥ Promote regularexercise forschool children. Health Promotion Directorate:
WWW.Za.gov ,
Woiiae telephone 27 12 312 0166,
B Storewaterincovered, clean containersincool

Bt mthemz@health.gov.za

B Promotetheuse of cleaner, safer fuelsand
stoves for cooking;

B Keepchildrenaway fromsmoke,and open
windows and doors when cooking;
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B Discourage smokinginthe home;
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¥ Teach children towash their hands with soap [

and water after using the toilet, before eating

and after playingindirtyareas; rT2lu
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¥ Store pesticides, fuels, cleaning substances and e ]OTjurg -‘ ¢ S
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medicines out of the reach of children.
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World Health Organization
Collaborating Centre
for Urban Health:
Www.mrc.ac.za,
telephone: 27 | | 643 7403,

amathee@mrc.ac.za




