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300 million people living in

PLANTS d the U.S.are sensitive to one or
an more allergens* They sneeze,

L their noses run and their eyes

Nl S’ and the itch from pollen, dust and
other substances. Some suffer

(HEM’(ALg sudden attacks that leave them
breathless and gasping for air.

This is allergic asthma. Asthma

and METALS attacks often occur after
periods of heavy exercise or

WORLD during sudden changes in the

of our ece weather. Some can be
triggered by pollutants and

other chemicals in the air and in
the home. Doctors can test to

They support life. find out which substances are
. . causing reactions. They can

They make it beautiful and fun. a|?o prescribe drués to
relieve the symptomes.

But, as WonderfU| as they are... *Prevalences of Positive Skin Test Responses to
10 Common Allergens in the U.S. Population:

Results from the Third National Health and Nutrition
Examination Survey” Jour. Allergy Clinical Immunol.

They can also make some people Blr'th D e_(:e ('tS August 2005

sick. Here are some diseases Sometimes, when pregnant women are exposed to chemicals or drink a lot
of alcohol, harmful substances reach the fetus. Some of these babies are born
with an organ, tissue or body part that has not developed in a normal way.
Aspirin and cigarette smoking can also cause birth problems. Birth defects
are the leading cause of death for infants during the first year of life*

Many of these could be prevented.

*National Institute of Child Health and Human Development.

Cancer

Cancer occurs when a cell or group of cells begins to multiply more rapidly
than normal. As the cancer cells spread, they affect nearby organs and tissues
in the body. Eventually, the organs are not able to perform their normal
functions. Cancer is the second leading cause of death in the U.S,, causing
more than 500,000 deaths each year.* Some cancers are caused by substances

that are related to your

And some ideas for preventing in the environment: cigarette smoke, asbestos, radiation, natural and man-
made chemicals, alcohol, and sunlight. People can reduce their risk of
or caring for them. getting cancer by limiting their exposure to these harmful agents.

*Centers for Disease Control and Prevention Office of Minority Health.
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tanks 0? t. Some emphysema paﬁe fn Moderate exercise couples has a problem. However, more than 10 percent of couples
Oxyge NS must breathe from cannot conceive after one year of trying to become pregnant*

Infertility can be caused by infections that come from sexual
diseases or from exposure to chemicals on the job or elsewhere in
the environment. Researchers at The National Institute of
Environmental Health Sciences (NIEHS) have shown that

too much caffeine in the diet can temporarily reduce a

woman’s fertility. NIEHS scientists have also pinpointed

the days when a woman is likely to be fertile.

*National Library of Medicine’s Medline Plus.

Goiter (GOY-ter)

Sometimes people don't get enough iodine from the foods

they eat. This can cause a small gland called the thyroid to grow
larger. The thyroid can become so large that it looks like a baseball
sticking out of the front of your neck. This is called goiter. Since the
thyroid controls basic functions like growth and energy, goiter

can produce a wide range of effects. Some goiter patients are
unusually restless and nervous. Others tend to be sluggish and
lethargic. Goiter became rare after public health officials

decided that iodine should be added to salt.



Immune Deﬂc‘uemy Diseases

The immune system fights germs, viruses and poisons that attack the body.
Itis composed of white blood cells and other warrior cells. When a foreign
particle enters the body, these cells surround and destroy this “enemy.” We have all
heard of AIDS and the harm it does to the immune system. Some chemicals and drugs
can also weaken the immune system by damaging its specialized cells. When this
occurs, the body is more vulnerable to diseases and infections.
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Every job has certain hazards.

Kidney Diseases

About 7.5 million adults have some evidence of chronic kidney disease*
These diseases range from simple infections to total kidney failure.
People with kidney failure cannot remove wastes and

poisons from their blood. They depend on expensive

kidney machines in order to stay alive. Some chemicals

found in the environment can produce kidney damage. Some
nonprescription drugs, when taken too often, can also cause

kidney problems. Be sure to read the label and use drugs as directed.

*National Kidney and Urologic Diseases Information Clearinghouse.
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Mercury Poisoning

Mercury is a silvery metal that is extremely poisonous. Very small amounts

can damage the kidneys, liver and brain. Years ago, workers in hat factories were
poisoned by breathing the fumes from mercury used to shape the hats. Remember
the “Mad Hatter”in Alice in Wonderland? Today, mercury exposure usually results
from eating contaminated fish and other foods that contain small amounts of
mercury compounds. Since the body cannot get rid of mercury, it gradually builds
up inside the tissues. If it is not treated, mercury poisoning can eventually cause
pain, numbness, weak muscles, loss of vision, paralysis and even death.

Nervous System Disorders

The nervous system, which includes the brain, spinal cord and nerves, commands and
controls our thoughts, feelings, movements, and behavior. The nervous system consists
of billions of nerve cells.They carry messages and instructions from the brain and spinal
cord to other parts of the body. When these cells are damaged by toxic chemicals, injury
or disease, this information system breaks down. This can result in disorders ranging
from mood changes and memory loss to blindness, paralysis and death. Proper use

of safety devices such as seat belts, child restraints and bike helmets can prevent

injuries and save lives.

Over 10 million Americans have osteoporosis, while 18 million others have lost bone
mass and are likely to develop osteoporosis in the future* This is called osteoporosis.
About 25 million Americans suffer from some kind of bone thinning. As people get older,
back problems become more common, and bones in the spine, hip and wrists break
more easily. Young people can lower their chances of getting osteoporosis in

later years by exercising and eating calcium-rich foods like milk and yogurt.

*Harvard Center for Cancer Prevention.



Pheumoconiosis INEW-mo—koh—nee-OH-sis)

Ordinary house and yard dusts do not pose a serious health hazard. But some airborne
particles can be very dangerous. These include fibers from asbestos, cotton and hemp,
and dusts from such compounds as silica, graphite, coal, iron, and clay. These particles

can damage sensitive areas of the lung, turning healthy tissue into scar tissue. This
condition is called pneumoconiosis, or black lung. Chest pains and shortness of breath
often progress to bronchitis, emphysema, and/or early death. Proper

ventilation and the use of protective masks can greatly

reduce the risk of lung disease.

Reproductive Disorders from this s,

Beginning in the late 1940’s, many women who were in danger of losing

their unborn babies were prescribed a synthetic female hormone called DES
(diethylstilbestrol). In 1971, scientists discovered that some of the daughters of
these women were developing a very rare cancer of the reproductive organs. Since
then, the use of DES and other synthetic hormones during pregnancy has been
discontinued. NIEHS and other agencies are studying the possibility that

some natural chemicals and man-made pesticides may cause similar

problems. They are finding that some of these chemicals are so similar

to female estrogen that they may actually "mimic” this important

hormone. As a result, they may interfere with the development of

male and female reproductive organs. This can lead to an increased

risk of early puberty, low sperm counts, ovarian cysts, and cancer

of the breast or testicles.

Almost everyone has stayed in the sun too long and been burned.
Too much sunlight can also produce the most common type of
cancer—skin cancer. Some skin cancers are easy to treat because
they do not spread beyond the surrounding tissue. Others, like
melanoma, are much more dangerous because they spread to
other parts of the body. Deaths due to melanoma are increasing
by 4 percent each year. More than 7,800 people died from
melanomas of the skin in 2003.*

*Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.
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Uranium Poisoning

Uranium is a dangerous element because it is radioactive.
This means it gives off high-energy particles that can go through
the body and damage living tissue. A single high dose of radiation
can kill. Small doses over a long period can also be harmful. For
example, miners who are exposed to uranium dust are more
likely to get lung cancer. Uranium poisoning can also damage the
kidneys and interfere with the body’s ability to fight infection. While
most people will never come in contact with uranium, those who
work with medical x-rays or radioactive compounds are also at risk.
They should wear lead shields and follow recommended safety
guidelines to protect themselves from unnecessary exposure.
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Waterborne Diseases

Even our clearest streams, rivers, and lakes can contain chemical pollutants.
Heavy metals like lead and mercury can produce severe organ damage. Some
chemicals can interfere with the development of organs and tissues, causing
birth defects. Others can cause normal cells to become cancerous. Some of
our waterways also contain human and animal wastes. The bacteria in the
wastes can cause high fever, cramps, vomiting, and diarrhea.



Xeroderma Pigmentosa
(zero-DER-muh pig-men-TOSE-uh)

Xeroderma is a rare condition that people inherit from
their parents. When these people are exposed

to direct sunlight, their skin breaks out into

tiny dark spots that look like freckles. If this

condition is not treated, the spots can

become cancerous. These areas must

then be removed by a surgeon.

Yusho Poisoning

In 1968, more than one thousand people in western Japan
became seriously ill. They suffered from fatigue, headache,
cough, numbness in the arms and legs, and unusual skin sores.
Pregnant women later delivered babies with birth defects.
These people had eaten food that was cooked in contaminated
rice oil. Toxic chemicals called PCB's (polychlorinated biphenyls)
had accidentally leaked into the oil during the manufacturing
process. Health experts now refer to this illness as "Yusho,”
which means "oil disease.”

For years, PCB’s were widely used in the manufacturing
of paints, plastics and electrical equipment. When
scientists discovered that low levels of PCB'’s could

kill fish and other wildlife, their use was dramatically
reduced. By this time, PCB's were already leaking

into the environment from waste disposal sites

and other sources. Today, small amounts of these
compounds can still be found in our air, water,

soil, and some of the foods we eat.
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