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Creation of institute
is vital to children

The Issue: The Berks County Environmental Advisory

Council and Kutztown University have created an
institute to study the effects of pollution on children.

Our Opinion: When establishing pollution standards,
children are too often left out of the equations.

hildren are not simply little
c adults. That may seem like

an obvious statement to
most people, but in many cir-
cumstances it's a fact that 1s
overlocked, often to the detri-
ment of children.

Take air pollution for in-
stance. Federal pollution stan-
dards are based on the effects
pollutants have on a 170-pound
adult male.

But what happens when a
small child is exposed to the
same level of pollution? It may
seem unhelievable in this high-
tech age with scientists map-
ping fenomes and sifting
through the dust on Mars, but
apparently we don't know for
sure.

That's why the creation of the
Institute for the Advancement of
Childrens Environmental
Health, through the cooperation
of the Berks County Environ-
mental Advisory Couneil and
Kutztown University, is long
overdue.

The purpose of the institute is
to determine the impact envi-
ronmental pollutants have on
children.

“If that is the standard for
safety (the effects of pellution
on a 170-pound man), then the
categories of people you are
completely missing is huge.”
sald Craig Hafer, a member of
the advisory council.

The air gquality in Berks,
which was given an F earlier
this vear by the American Lung
Association, should provide ex-
cellent laboratory conditions in
which to conduct pollution re-
search.

Berks’ voungsters are growing
up in an area that has nine Su-
perfund sites, more municipal
landfills than anywhere else in
the state and the most manufac-
turers of lead-based batteries in
the countrv.

iven that kind of environ-
ment, it's hardly surprising that
the county has the second-high-
est asthma rate among school-
age children in the Philadelphia
reg1on.

Would that asthma rate be
lower if federal pollution stan-
dards had been based on the ef-
fects of pollutants on children
rather than adults?

That’s hard to say, but 1t's ob-
vious that current standards ig-
nore a huge and very vulnerable
segment of the population.

In a report titled “Ambient
Ailr Pollution: Health Hazards to
Children.” the American Acade-
my of Pediatrics said there are
several reasons children are
maore vulnerable to pollution
than adults.

Children have higher breath-
ing rates, higher levels of physi-
cal activity and often spend
maore time outdoors, according
to the report.

Also, because the lungs in
children are still growing, pellu
tants could have an adverse im-
pact on their development.

Pollution also can increase
the incidence of still births and
infant mortality, the report said.

“Hopefully, one day the re-
search done in Berks County
will lead to some new discover-
1es, such as how certain ele-
ments impact children.” said
Hafer “But right now, the level
of understanding 1s pretty
weak.”

Gavin Biebuyek, who will
lead the institute’s research
team, said the institute will be
monitoring scol and ozone pol-
lution, indoor air guality, school
bus diesel emissions, allergens
and toxins.

He said the institute also will
trv to determine why the airin
Lehigh, Northumberland and
Schuylkill counties 1s usually
cleaner than the air in Berks.

The results of the research
won't come guickly, said Hafer.

“To collect sufficient data
takes three vears.” he said
“Even then, vou have to guantify
it, understand it and verify it
That could be 10 vears.”

But no matter how long it
takes, it eventually could result
in pollution standards that pro-
vide adequate protection for
children as well as adults.



