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sensible strategies 
for toxic times 
Environmental toxins are everywhere, but caution 
and some planning can significantly lessen your 
family’s exposures…

B Y  D E i r D r E  i M U S

To the dismay of many parents 
(including myself ), we can-
not keep our children inside a 

bubble from the day they are born. 
We can’t even protect them from the 
moment they are conceived, as their 
developing bodies are exposed to the 
same elements as their mothers dur-
ing this critical time in the womb. 
No one knows for sure what causes 
autism spectrum disorders, though 
more than a few studies show environ-
mental links. Though we don’t know a 
definitive cause, we can take steps to 
loosen autism’s grip, to further shield 
these kids from environmental harm, 
and try to keep all family members 
safe from the perils lurking in our air, 
food, water, and beyond.

AIrBOrNE THrEATS 
The air we breathe is charged with 
the awesome responsibility of keep-
ing us alive. Unfortunately, it is con-
stantly abused by pollution from cars, 
power plants, incinerators, oil refin-
eries, and even dry cleaners. Every 
time your kids draw a breath, they in-
hale these toxins, nearly all of which 
have known negative health effects, 
particularly in children.

As any parent knows, kids spend 
significant amounts of time outside, 
often during midday, when air pol-
lution is most potent. Research has 

shown that children breathe in more 
air than adults do, relative to their 
body size and lung surface; this 
means that each time your child in-
hales, he or she is more affected by 
the gunk in the air than you are. 

Studies have revealed that in-
creased exposure to air pollutants 
can aggravate asthma symptoms; 
increase rates of acute respiratory 
illnesses like bronchitis; and de-
crease overall lung function. Last 
year, researchers demonstrated a 
link between traffic-related air pollu-
tion and a higher risk of heart attack 
or stroke. Just a few months ago, a 
new study showed that exposure to 
air pollution during pregnancy may 
increase a child’s likelihood of devel-
oping autism.

Since avoiding breathing isn’t an 
option, how can you protect your 
family from the potent dangers in the 
air? The Natural Resources Defense 
Council (NRDC) recommends call-
ing the county health department to 
check pollution levels in your area 
before planning outdoor activities, 
and limiting children’s outdoor ex-
ercise during times when pollution 
is high.

THE INSIDE STOrY
Remember, the air in your home 
contains pollutants as well, given 

off from toxic household cleaners, 
f lame retardant chemicals in fur-
niture, paint, perfumes, and many 
other sources. Like outdoor pollut-
ants, these particles can exacerbate 
respiratory conditions, and may also 
cause allergic reactions in sensitive 
children, a problem that is particu-
larly widespread in kids on the au-
tism spectrum. 

According to the U.S. Environmental 
Protection Agency, the use of air 
cleaning devices in the home may 
not reverse health effects completely. 
Proper room ventilation is important, 
but the best way to control or elimi-
nate these pollutants from your home 
is by denying their entry altogether. 
Use all natural, non-toxic cleaning 
agents and personal care products, 
and select furniture and paints made 
of healthy materials.

FEND OFF FOOD TOxINS
Food is as inescapable in everyday 
life as air, and sadly, another means 
of exposing our kids to toxins is via 
the food supply. It’s a bit easier to 
avoid bad ingredients than it is air 
pollution, but knowing where haz-
ards lurk is key to providing your 
kids the wholesome, organic diet 
they deserve. 

To start, ditch the canned food. 
Canned vegetables, beans, and fruits 
are rife with the chemical bisphenol-
A (BPA), which is used in can linings 
to prevent corrosion. Studies have 
linked BPA to a higher risk of cancer, 
heart disease, obesity, and diabetes. 
It is also an endocrine disrupter, 
meaning it can mimic the body’s 
hormones and cause adverse devel-
opmental, neurological, reproductive, 

DEIRDRE IMuS...
…Deirdre Imus is president and founder of The Deirdre Imus Environmental Health 
Center™ at Hackensack University Medical Center, founder of dienviro.org, a website 
devoted to environmental health, and co-founder/director of the Imus Cattle Ranch for 
Kids with Cancer. She is a New York Times best-selling author, and a frequent contributor 
to FoxNewsHealth.com, Fox Business Channel and Fox News Channel. In her quest to 
clean up the environment for our kids, Deirdre developed the award-winning Greening 
the Cleaning® program and product line, which replaces the hazardous ingredients 

commonly found in cleaning agents with non-toxic plant-based ingredients. Deirdre has been the recipient 
of numerous awards and honors for her impact as a leader in the field of environmental health.
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and immune effects in humans, ac-
cording to the National Institute of 
Environmental Health Sciences. 

Not only are fresh, organic fruits 
and vegetables more nutritious, they 
are free of chemicals like BPA, and 
also of harsh pesticides. The EPA 
notes that pesticides can affect the 
nervous and endocrine systems, and 
irritate the skin and eyes. Remember 
that as dangerous as these chemicals 
are for adults, they manifest even 
more strongly in children because 
they are smaller, and their bodies are 
still growing. How pesticides might 
interfere with their delicate develop-
ment is intangible, but I’m not taking 
any chances.

MErCUrY rISING
Mercury saturated this country’s vac-
cine stock for decades, and has affected 
our lives in countless ways. The push 
for safer childhood vaccines has been 
strong, successfully reducing expo-
sure to this toxin from some vaccines 
on the CDC’s pediatric routine immu-
nization schedule. However, mercury 
remains in some vaccines including 
most flu shots, and the use of alumi-
num—another neurotoxicant—has 
increased in recent years as a vaccine 
adjuvant. Mercury also persists in our 
environment, most notably in foods 
like fish, and also in dental fillings, 
compact fluorescent (CFL) light bulbs, 
mercury thermometers, batteries, and 
some common medications.

As many of you know too well, 
the primary health effect of mercury 
on fetuses, infants, and children is 
impaired neurological development, 
including impacts on cognit ive 
thinking, memory, attention, lan-
guage, and fine motor and visual 
spatial skills, according to the EPA. 

Controlling your family’s expo-
sure to mercury is paramount. Eat 
seafood in moderation, and know 
which var iet ies of f i sh (shark, 
swordfish, king mackerel) contain 
the highest levels of mercury—but 
remember, they all contain some 
amount of the toxin. Handle com-
pact fluorescent light bulbs, which 

contain mercury, with care, and take 
caution to immediately ventilate a 
room and follow proper clean-up 
instructions should one break in 
your home. Most importantly, make 
sure your children’s pediatrician 
uses thimerosal-free vaccines, and 
administers these shots to your chil-
dren on a safe schedule with which 
you are comfortable.

AVOIDING ArSENIC
Another pollutant in our food sup-
ply is arsenic, which can be found 
in rice and its by-products, as well 
as apples, grapes, and chicken. Ar-
senic is also present in our water 
supply (though the EPA limits the 
levels to ten parts per billion), and 
its negative effects on human health 
have been well-established: accord-
ing to the NRDC, a 1999 study by 
the National Academy of Sciences 
linked arsenic exposure to bladder, 
lung and skin cancer. The study 
also found that arsenic harms the 
central and peripheral nervous sys-
tems; heart and blood vessels; and 
may cause birth defects and repro-
ductive problems. 

It’s difficult to swear off arsenic 
altogether, since it occurs naturally 
in Earth’s soil and also because of 
pesticide runoff, but you can lim-
it your family’s exposure to this 
harmful chemical. Use sparingly 
products containing brown rice syr-
up, rice milk, and other rice-based 
ingredients, and serve your family 
protein-packed grains like quinoa 
and millet instead. Lay off fruit juic-
es made from apples and grapes, and 
drink filtered water to remove any 
contaminants in your tap water. 

MONITOrING THE  
wATEr SUppLY
The water supply in this country plays 
host to more than just arsenic, and 
although American drinking water is 
safer than it has been in decades, it’s 
still not quite safe enough. And accord-
ing to the NRDC, legal standards for 
most waterborne contaminants have 
been set based on the health effects 
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of pollutants on average adults—not 
infants, children, or pregnant women.

As with air, kids consume more 
water than adults as a proportion of 
their body weight. Know what’s in your 
water by requesting your town or mu-
nicipality’s water quality report. If your 
water comes from the tap, it may con-
tain disease-carrying microorganisms; 
pesticides; radioactivity; disinfectant 
by-products; and lead. All are hazard-
ous, but medical experts and the U.S. 
Department of Health and Human 
Services have deemed lead poisoning 
the most significant environmental 
threat to children, particularly those 
between the ages of one and six.

Once lead is ingested into the body, 
it travels through the bloodstream and 
can cause harm wherever it lands. The 
National Institute of Environmental 
Health Sciences notes that lead poison-
ing has been linked to lower IQ scores 
in children exposed to even low levels 
of lead. It can injure red blood cells and 

limit their ability to carry oxygen else-
where in the body, causing anemia. 
The website KidsHealth.org notes 
that lead can also decrease bone and 
muscle growth, damage the nervous 
system and kidneys, and cause speech 
and language problems, seizures, and 
other developmental delays.

Simply put, lead is bad, and it is per-
vasive. But as with other contaminants, 
you can control your family’s exposure 
to this toxin. The NRDC suggests hav-
ing your family’s drinking water tested, 
as lead’s main entrée into a home’s wa-
ter supply is through plumbing pipes 
and fixtures. Be sure your water filter 
is certified to remove lead. Allow water 
to run 30 seconds from the tap before 
using it, just in case, to flush out any 
that may have been sitting in pipes, 
where water can absorb lead.

OTHEr SOUrCES OF LEAD
Besides water, lead can be found in some 
children’s toys, in paint formulated prior 
to 1978, and in household dust. Always 
check to see whether your kids’ latest 
playthings are safe (www.healthytoys.
org), and ask questions when moving 
into a new home to find out if it contains 
lead-based paint. Wash children’s hands 
frequently and wet mop floors and sur-
faces to get rid of dust. Ensure your kids 
eat regular meals; the body absorbs lead 
more during periods of fasting. Foods 
high in calcium and iron also help rid 
the body of lead, naturally. Have your 
child tested for lead by your doctor to 
know your child’s level, and be sure to 
discuss any concerns. 

The environmental threats to our 
health, and to the health of our kids, 
can feel overwhelming, and totally 
beyond our control. But protecting 
yourself and your loved ones from 
these dangers now is among the most 
important steps you can take toward 
warding off disease and disability in 
the future, whether your child is still 
growing deep inside you, scampering 
around the playground, or heading 
off to college. For kids on the autism 
spectrum, avoiding air, water, and food 
pollution is even more paramount, and 
could have untold positive implications 
on their behavior, and performance in 
school. Never doubt the powers of a 
healthier world to heal, or of a parent 
to help their child. 

note: Information provided herein is not intended 
to treat or diagnose any health condition. As always, 
consult your healthcare provider with any questions 
or health concerns. 
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