Protecting Children's Health
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Children face a number of environmental situations that may be harmful to their health. Hazards may include exposure to mercury, second-hand smoke and lead in paint.


Young children and developing fetuses have the greatest risk of health problems from exposure to mercury, a naturally occurring metal.


Mercury is used in such products as thermometers, barometers, blood pressure instruments, other pressure-sensing instruments, batteries used in some small electronic devices and outdoor lighting.


Exposure to small amounts of mercury for an extended period of time may cause damage to the brain, kidneys, lungs and a developing fetus.  Appetite loss, fatigue, insomnia and behavioral or personality changes may result from contact with high levels for a brief period.  Other symptoms may occur, depending on the length or degree of exposure.  These may include nausea, abdominal cramps, diarrhea, eye irritation, weight loss, skin rashes and muscle tremors.

Exposure can be from eating contaminated fish or contact with spilled mercury.

Mercury is released into the environment through industrial processes such as burning coal, oil or natural gas as fuel and incinerating trash containing this heavy metal.  Once released into the air, mercury falls to the ground and can build up in streams and oceans where bacteria may cause it to change into a toxic form.  This form may build up in creatures living in the water, such as fish.

After detecting unacceptably high mercury levels in fish and other wildlife several years ago, the Food and Drug Administration warned certain groups of people not to eat large, predatory fish, which usually have the highest levels of mercury.  Those population segments included pregnant women, those who might become pregnant, nursing mothers and young children.


These "at risk groups" should not eat shark, swordfish, tilefish and king mackerel, which usually have the highest levels of mercury.  Conversely, shrimp, canned light tuna, salmon, pollock and catfish are popular fish that are low in mercury.  Light tuna has less mercury than albacore tuna; eat no more than six ounces of albacore tuna weekly. 

When feeding fish and shellfish to young children, remember to serve a smaller amount.  Two to three ounces is the recommended serving size for young children.  Children should limit fish consumption to six ounces per week.

Since mercury levels in fish and shellfish may vary, adults should limit consumption to 12 ounces per week.  This equals two to three meals of four- to six-ounce servings.  Do not eat the same type of fish or shellfish more than once a week.

Before eating fish you have caught, check for fish consumption advisories in the area.  Information on special fish consumption advisories in the area should be available from the local health department, county Cooperative Extension Service office, or Cabinet for Health and Family Services.


Exposure to secondhand smoke puts infants and children at greater risk for breathing problems, ear infections, bronchitis and pneumonia.  Secondhand smoke also can trigger asthma attacks.

To lower infants' and children's risk for health problems from secondhand smoke, do not smoke in the house, car and around your child. Also ask visitors to smoke outside.

If someone does smoke in your house, open windows or use exhaust fans to help draw out the smoke.


Be sure your childcare provider always has a smoke-free environment.

Children's exposure to lead poisoning is another environmental health hazard.  The Centers for Disease Control estimates that more than 400,000 children between ages one and five have elevated blood lead levels.

To determine if your child is one of these, have the child's blood tested.  Children should be tested first as early as age one, or at six months if you suspect the home may have lead.


Homes built before 1960 may contain heavily-leaded paint.  Those built as recently as 1978 also may contain lead paint. In addition, lead may be found in plumbing. Homes built before 1930 may contain lead pipes, while those built in the early 1980s may have copper pipes with lead solder.

To prevent lead poisoning, keep children away from peeling paint. Also, wash children's hands before they eat, after playing outdoors and before they go to sleep.


For more information on protecting children from environmental health risks, contact the (County Name) Cooperative Extension Service.


Educational programs of the University of Kentucky Cooperative Extension Service serve all people regardless of race, color, age, sex, religion, disability or national origin. 
