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one:

the wake-up call











Chapter 1

A Letter to Parents




Half a century ago, most parents had a pretty good sense of their responsibilities toward their children: to provide them with food, clothing, shelter, an education, and, of course, love. Like parents throughout history, they did whatever was in their power to keep their children safe, to protect them from harm.

But what does it mean today, to “keep our children safe”? In recent years, the job of raising—and protecting—our children seems to have become a lot more complicated. Our lifestyles have undergone radical changes over the past few decades, and so has the environment we live in.

As a culture, we seem to be in constant motion. We work more, and sleep less, than ever before. Instead of making time for a good old-fashioned sit-down dinner at home, we opt for the drive-in window of the nearest fast-food restaurant. We live off processed foods loaded with sugars, synthetic additives, and trans fats. We skip our morning walk and instead spend hours of every day locked inside our cars or plugged into various electronic devices.

And perhaps most significantly, harmful toxins have become more and more present in our environment. Every week, more chemicals are introduced into our environment, often without first being tested for safety on humans, much less safety on children. These toxins pervade every aspect of our lives: the air we breathe, the water we drink, even the clothes we wear. We spray our lawns with pesticides, and eat fish contaminated with mercury, and drink milk pumped up with hormones. We sleep on mattresses treated with bioaccumulative flame retardants and scrub our kitchens—and our faces—with irritating chemicals. We’re inundating ourselves with toxins twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week, and most of the time we don’t even know it!

So what, you might be asking, does any of this have to do with raising a child?

The answer is absolutely everything. Over the past thirty years, these changes in our lifestyle, diet, and environment have taken a dramatic—and tragic—toll on our children’s health. We’re seeing epidemic levels of diabetes and obesity. Pediatric cancers have risen steadily at a rate of 1 percent annually over the last twenty years. A poor diet and lack of exercise have contributed to an epidemic of childhood obesity, with one in six children in the United States between the ages of six and nineteen considered overweight. Asthma rates have increased tenfold over the last decade. Approximately one out of every six U.S. children has a developmental disability, including speech and language disorders, learning disabilities, and attention deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD). Approximately 1 in 150 American children has an autism spectrum disorder (ASD). One out of every eight babies is born premature in this country, and the rate of premature births increased nearly 31 percent between 1981 and 2003. Rheumatoid arthritis has become the third-most-common childhood disease—among infants. Childhood allergies are at record levels.

If you’re like me, you probably feel pretty horrified upon confronting these sobering facts for the first time. But I don’t want this information to frighten or paralyze you. On the contrary: It should empower you to start asking some critical questions about what’s causing this extraordinary increase in diseases over the last twenty-five years and what you as a parent can do to reverse these trends.

The World Health Organization estimates that we could prevent more than 80 percent of all chronic illnesses by improving our lifestyles in simple ways, like working to reduce our exposure to environmental pollutants and eating a healthier diet. Eighty percent! So why aren’t we doing more to protect our children?

For a number of reasons, children are more adversely affected by exposure to environmental toxins than adults. Pound for pound of body weight, they breathe and eat more than we do. Their still-developing immune systems might mistakenly treat the toxins as naturally occurring enzymes or hormones. And because children are growing and developing so fast, dangerous cell mutations can multiply at a faster rate. Children are also less capable of detoxifying and excreting chemicals than adults. Their blood-brain barrier is still porous and allows more chemicals to reach their brains.

The environmental toxins most harmful to children include:


	Mercury (in vaccines, fish, dental amalgams, coal-burning emissions, incinerators, landfills)

	Toxic cleaning products

	PCBs (polychlorinated biphenyls)

	Lead

	Air pollutants such as dioxins, volatile organic compounds (VOCs), asbestos

	Environmental and/or tobacco smoke

	Pesticides sprayed in the home and on the lawn

	Pesticides used in lice shampoos

	Pesticides in food and water

	Drinking water contaminants

	Industrial emissions



Many children, particularly those in lower-income urban areas, face a number of these environmental insults on a regular basis, even daily. All I can say is no wonder their health is suffering. Their bodies are overloaded with toxins and deficient in the nutrients they need to develop properly. How could our kids not be chronically ill?

As parents, and as a society, we need to become more vigilant about shielding our children from these environmental insults. We’re already way past the tipping point. We can—we must—band together to reverse these frightening trends in our children’s health.

With that goal in mind, I’ve written this book for you—all the concerned parents (and future parents) out there who are ready to take charge of their children’s health once and for all. Greening Your Baby is a chronological, stage-by-stage guide that will take you from the moment you first entertain the possibility of having a child all the way through the moment when you send that child off into the “real world,” whether that means college or the workplace. Whatever your level of parenting experience, if you have one kid or nine, you can use the information in these pages to secure a better future for your children.

With the necessary tools, you can protect your children from environmental toxins. Throughout this book, I’ll be examining how all sorts of different lifestyle choices—about nutrition, physical fitness, even vaccinations—may affect the development of your child. I’ve spoken to more than twenty of the most respected children’s health experts in the country about the dangers toxins pose and the actions we can take to reduce kids’ exposure to them.

Though I was interested in these issues long before I became a mother, the birth of my son, Wyatt, deepened my determination to clean up our toxic environment. I wanted to give my son the best possible start in life, and I knew that doing so meant reducing his exposure to toxins. How could I help Wyatt and millions of kids like him?

In 1998—the same year that I gave birth to Wyatt—my husband and I realized a longtime dream when we founded the Imus Ranch in Ribera, New Mexico. That summer, and every summer since, we invited children suffering from cancer and various life-threatening blood disorders, such as sickle cell, and children who have lost a brother or sister to sudden infant death syndrome, to experience life on our authentic 1880s-style working cattle ranch.

My experiences over the last decade at the ranch have strengthened my desire to leave our children, and their children, a cleaner world to inherit. We’ve now had more than seven hundred kids at the ranch, and I’ve learned a great deal from every single one of them. I like to think that this book reflects many of the lessons I’ve taken from my summers in New Mexico—and from every day of the year as a mother.

To me, it all boils down to knowing the right questions to ask and the choices that are available to you. Awareness is the essential tool here. Only when we truly educate ourselves about the widespread threats to our children’s health can we take steps to avoid and ultimately eliminate those threats. With that goal in mind, in 2001, I founded the Deirdre Imus Environmental Center for Pediatric Oncology at the Hackensack University Medical Center in Hackensack, New Jersey, to raise people’s awareness of the environmental factors that contribute to childhood cancer and other serious childhood diseases. In our campaign to reduce kids’ exposure to environmental toxins, we place a big emphasis on the dangers of cleaning chemicals and pesticides in schools and homes. We believe that if more parents spoke out about the irreparable harm these substances were doing to our children, people would no longer use them.

The time has come to raise our voices and demand some changes. If we continue bringing up our children in this toxic soup, their health problems will only worsen, and then what will we be left with as a society?

Throughout this book, I’ve tried to make my suggestions as accessible, realistic, and affordable as possible, since I’m the first to acknowledge that most parents have too much on their plates for any complicated life-turnaround scheme. Even if, like so many families today, you and your partner both have full-time jobs, I promise you that you can make these changes, without any trouble at all. I’ve always believed that the most significant transformations are the ones that occur slowly, sometimes without our even noticing.

As you read, I’d like you to revisit the question I introduced at the very beginning: What does it mean, these days, to keep your children safe, to protect them from harm? I’m talking about more than just buckling your seatbelt or locking the back door at bedtime. I’m talking about protecting your children’s health over the long term.

Yes, the rules of the game have changed over the last few decades. But if there’s one thing that parenthood teaches, it’s adaptability. And there’s no time like the present to put that skill to good use. We must adapt our lifestyles and diets to our children, before it’s too late.









Chapter 2

The Role of the Environment in Our Children’s Health




When my son Wyatt was a baby, I began seeking more information about the off-the-charts increases in childhood health problems that we’ve see over the past two decades. Why are rates of certain diseases skyrocketing in our kids today? Does the environment play a role, or is the cause beyond our control, like a genetic mutation that makes us more vulnerable to disease?

I also wanted to find out what exactly a “genetic epidemic” is. The term, which frequently comes up in discussions of these disease increases, suggests that the population is experiencing widespread changes in DNA, simply in the normal course of evolution. But is that the root cause of all these childhood health problems? Do genes really change that fast?

When I asked the almost two dozen prominent doctors and researchers who I interviewed for this book to explain this concept to me, every single one of them told me point blank that there is no such thing as a genetic epidemic.

DNA simply cannot mutate fast enough to explain these sharp increases in childhood health problems. Dr. Phil Landrigan—the director of the Center for Children’s Health and the Environment and the director of Environmental and Occupational Medicine at the Mount Sinai School of Medicine—told me that “genes do change over the millennia, but not in twenty years. I don’t think any of these increases in diseases that we’ve been talking about are due to changes in children’s genes. They’re due to changes in the environment.”

Dr. Frederica Perera, the director of Columbia University’s Center for Children’s Environmental Health and an internationally recognized leader in researching the environmental causes of cancer and developmental disorders, agreed. “Genes alone do not explain these increases,” she said, “but they do play a role with the other factors. We have to think about all of these factors together.” In other words, to understand the root cause of these childhood health problems, we must evaluate both genes and the environment, a category Dr. Landrigan defined in the broadest sense as “everything that’s not your DNA”: air pollution, nutrition, household products, and so on.

Dr. Joel Fuhrman, who specializes in preventing and reversing disease through holistic and dietary protocols, clarified the distinction between genetic and environmental contributors to disease. “We all have genetic differences,” he told me. “There’s great variability among the human genome, which makes some of us more susceptible to various environmental and toxic stresses than others. You may be more prone to heart disease, and another person may be more prone to a certain type of cancer. But it doesn’t mean that without those environmental stresses they would’ve ever developed heart disease or cancer. It’s not genetic in the sense that you can’t do anything about it. It just means that under a certain set of environmental challenges, this body is more prone to develop certain weaknesses. Clearly, we’re confusing genetic tendencies with the cause of these illnesses.”

What these prominent researchers are saying—and what I’ve long believed—is that, when looking for the root cause of many diseases, you cannot consider genetics in a vacuum. You have to take the environment into account as well. Yes, our genes do play some role in our likelihood of developing these diseases, but that’s just the beginning of the story. When you’re seeing such out-of-control disease increases over such a short period of time, you have to look for another explanation. You have to ask what in the environment is causing such a high percentage of children to be vulnerable to these chronic illnesses.

And yet, for some reason, we devote the vast majority of our resources to making sense of genes and genetic diseases. When I asked Dr. Perera why we don’t spend more money on researching environmental causes of disease instead, she said that it was because “measuring genes is precise, and you can do it beautifully. Measuring the environment isn’t so pretty, so it doesn’t always have that appeal. Genes are sexy and high technology, but you have to bring in the environment, too. You have to be studying both. When you are talking about prevention, it’s the environmental factors you can change; the genes you can’t change.”

Precisely because we can change these environment factors, we must work harder at understanding how they affect our health. If as a society we paid more attention to the environmental causes of disease, we could do a better job of protecting our children.

Environmental Triggers

Researchers have linked environmental exposures to a jaw-dropping number of health problems: learning disabilities, hyperactivity, headaches, asthma, allergies, obesity, diabetes, autism, eye damage, pediatric cancer, and even rheumatoid arthritis. In its 2006 environmental health report, the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) found that “avoidable environmental exposures” are responsible for as much as 24 percent of all global diseases and more than 33 percent of diseases in children under the age of five.

In an effort to improve children’s health, the EPA has targeted a wide range of environmental threats, including indoor air quality (from building materials, toxins used in chemical cleaners); outdoor air pollution (from vehicle emissions, secondhand tobacco smoke, dry-cleaning fluids); pesticide use (both at home and in schools); and lead (in paint, drinking water, and toys). Scientists are beginning to link these and certain other common exposures—like heavy metals, pesticides, dioxins, flame retardants, and PCBs—to different health problems. And a number of recent studies reinforce links between prenatal exposure to environmental pollutants and childhood health problems. A 2004 Columbia study, for example, showed that babies born to nonsmoking women who lived within two miles of the World Trade Center weighed significantly less than full-term infants born in other areas of New York City. And a section of the Mothers and Children Study released by Columbia in 2006 established that prenatal exposure to polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons (PAHs)—the byproduct of combustion from various sources—can adversely affect not only birthweight but neurocognitive ability during childhood. (For more studies on environmental pollutants and their impact on children’s health, see Chapter 13 in the resources section.)

Despite these significant research developments, we still have much, much more to learn about how environmental exposures affect human health. We’re only just beginning to understand the extent to which everyday exposures, even at low levels, can leave us vulnerable to illness. To further complicate matters, more chemicals are being introduced into our environment every day, often without first being tested for safety. In fact, of the more than 82,000 chemicals present in our environment, only a tiny fraction of them have been thoroughly evaluated for their impact on human health, much less the health of children.

“We live in a chemical society,” said Frances Beinecke, president of the Natural Resources Defense Council. “And we never have enough information on what the consequences of [82,000 chemicals] are. There’s not enough testing ahead of time, or understanding about how those chemicals relate and react to one another, or how human exposure is affected.”

And while we’ve done some research on the dangers these pollutants pose on an individual basis, we’ve yet to study the impact of all of these chemicals mixed together. And this, many researchers agree, is the crux of the issue: many of these illnesses are the result not of one single traumatic exposure, but of a combination of different, smaller exposures—a phenomenon sometimes referred to as the “synergistic effect.”

Dr. Fuhrman described the source of the problem as a “whole constellation of different environmental insults.” The effect of these toxins on a child’s development, he said, is like “putting ingredients into a witch’s cauldron. There are a lot of factors, a combination of environmental and nutritional challenges.”

Given certain factors, he said, damage and disease are almost to be expected. Kids exposed to air pollution, for example, are more likely to have higher rates of asthma and allergies. Diet is another ingredient in the cauldron. “Kids’ immune systems are suppressed—you can’t have normal immune function on a diet with so much processed foods and animal products and a diet so low in fruits and vegetables and beans and nuts and seeds. You can’t expose the body to so many immune-stimulating challenges and not expect to have some damages in the DNA.”

Toxic Triggers and Childhood Cancer

I had many different motivations for founding my environmental center, but fighting childhood cancer was always at the top of my list. That’s because, to me, the rising rates of childhood cancer are one of the most tragic outcomes of the toxic world we live in. Cancer—a disease that results from a complex interaction of genes and the environment—is now the leading cause of death by disease for U.S. children between the ages of one and nineteen. Between 1975 and 1998, rates of childhood cancer increased by approximately 21 percent. Certain other cancers—brain tumors, leukemia, acute lymphoblastic leukemia (ALL), and central nervous system malignancies—have grown at an even more rapid rate, about 30 percent over the last two decades. The National Cancer Institute estimates that these rates will continue to climb an additional 1 percent every year.

And why? What’s causing these increases? “In my professional opinion, and according to the National Cancer Institute,” said Dr. Devra Davis, the director of the Center for Environmental Oncology at the University of Pittsburgh Cancer Institute, “inherited risk accounts for fewer than one in ten cases of cancer. That means nine out of ten children who get cancer were born with perfectly healthy genes, but something has happened to them—sometimes prenatally—that gives them the disease.

“Only 10 percent of cancers are due to genes that we are born with,” Dr. Davis told me, “which is a very small percentage.” According to Robert N. Hoover of the National Cancer Institute, the remaining 80 to 90 percent are triggered by environmental exposures.

Susan Sencer, who directs the integrative cancer care program at Children’s Hospitals and Clinics, Minneapolis–St. Paul, mentioned the “Knudson theory” of cancer causation. She explained: “This theory states that many cancers, and especially childhood cancers, take at least two hits—meaning you could be genetically predisposed but you must also have at least one other exposure to develop cancer. It’s not enough to be born with the genes—you must also take at least one other hit. Of course, we don’t know what the nature of the ‘hit’ is. It maybe viral, environmental, or something we currently don’t understand at all.”

The first hit, Dr. Sencer said, is your genes, but without the second hit from the environment, you probably won’t get cancer. Dr. Davis offered a vivid analogy for the interplay between genes and the environment: “Your genes are the gun, but it’s the environment that pulls the trigger. So that in nine out of ten cases, people don’t get cancer because of the genes they got from their parents, but because of the environment in which they grew up. And that environment starts prenatally, of course.”

Your job as parent is to monitor your children’s environment so that this trigger never gets pulled.

Prevention Is the Best Cure

It’s an old cliché that still rings true today: Prevention is the best cure for many of the problems that are threatening our children’s futures. With some knowledge, and a few proactive measures, we can go a long way toward preventing our children from ever falling victim to these health problems. That’s the goal of this book: to teach you, the parent, how to take control of your children’s health.

Prevention should always be the focus of any health-care—and parenting—protocol. Minimizing the exposures that cause disease is much more effective, and less painful, than treating the disease after the fact.

Dr. Phil Landrigan offered a parallel to the cost of cleaning up environmental disasters. “It makes a lot more sense to go upstream and to stop the pollution at its source. It’s always cheaper to prevent the pollution in the first place than to clean it up afterward. Look at the millions—the billions—of dollars that this country is spending on cleaning up Superfund sites and toxic waste sites. And that’s all because five, ten, fifteen years ago, somebody carelessly threw a bunch of fifty-five gallon drums of some toxic chemical into a landfill and then forgot about it.

“Now, twenty years later, we’re having to deal with the consequences. And it’s horribly expensive. The cheapest approach would’ve been never to use the toxic chemical in the first place. The next cheapest would’ve been to deal with it right then and there, to find a safe way to deal with it. And the most expensive is to throw it over the back of a truck and leave it for the next generation.”

We’re doing the exact same thing with our kids—inundating them with toxic chemicals without any regard for the possible consequences of our actions or any real understanding of how these exposures might affect them five, ten, or fifteen years down the line. It’s a perfect storm: nutritional deficiencies, environmental toxins, accelerated vaccine schedules, and the inability to detoxify all these toxins. Children’s immature immune systems simply cannot cope with this toxic overload.

So wouldn’t it make more sense to intervene before our kids ever get sick? That’s precisely why I’ve written this book: to give you, the parents, the know-how to clean up your environment, so that you in turn can give your kids a healthier start in life.









two:

from utero to university











Chapter 3

Preparing for Pregnancy




As any parent can tell you, bringing a child into the world is a huge, huge deal. Until you have a child of your own, you can never fully anticipate how dramatically parenthood will transform your life. Once the baby arrives, your days will be hectic and your nights sleepless. If you’re like most first-time parents, you’ll be far too busy (and exhausted!) to overhaul your lifestyle in any significant way at this stage. Pregnancy can also be an overwhelming time, for first-time parents especially.

Greening Your Thinking

In an ideal world, you’ll take the first steps toward greening your baby even earlier, prior to giving birth and even prior to getting pregnant. Don’t wait until you’re already a parent to start changing your habits. The lives we lead before conception—the foods we eat, the place we live, our exercise habits—also play a huge role in the health of our future children. About half of all pregnancies in this country are unplanned, and most women don’t discover they’re pregnant until the sixth week. In many cases, the baby’s central nervous system is fully developed before a woman even knows she’s pregnant. Therefore, you should take the first essential steps, like giving up cigarettes and alcohol, right away.

Dr. Kenneth Bock, the co-founder of the Rhinebeck Health Center and the author of The Road to Immunity and Healing the New Childhood Epidemics: Autism, ADHD, Asthma and Allergies, believes that reducing chemical exposures is key to optimizing the health of your baby. “And the first place I’d reduce exposures is in the preconception. If you can detoxify yourself—yourselves, actually [meaning both parents]—before you conceive, you have more of a chance of having healthier sperm, healthier eggs, a healthy environment in which those kids are going to be, hopefully, flourishing in utero.”

So, while we often think that our child’s life begins at the moment of conception or birth, parents-to-be—both mothers and fathers—need to take charge of their health before pregnancy. The sooner you detoxify, the better. But first, you need to familiarize yourself with some basic facts.

Getting Educated


And surely we are all out of the computation of our age, and every man is some months elder than he bethinks him; for we live, move, have a being, and are subject to the actions of the elements and the malice of diseases, in that other world, the truest Microcosm, the Womb of our Mother.”

—Sir Thomas Browne, Religio Medici (1643)



The umbilical cord connects the mother to her baby, carrying blood and nutrients from the placenta to the child within the womb. Until just a few years ago, scientists believed that the placenta acted as a barrier between the developing baby and industrial pollutants in the environment. But a groundbreaking 2004 study by the Environmental Working Group (EWG) showed that the umbilical cord ferries “not only the building blocks of life, but also a steady stream of industrial chemicals, pollutants and pesticides that cross the placenta as readily as residues from cigarettes and alcohol.” The EWG called this phenomenon the “human ‘body burden’—the pollution in people that permeates everyone in the world, including babies in the womb.”

From a cord-blood sample taken from ten randomly selected babies born in the United States in August and September of 2004, researchers found an astonishing 287 of the 413 industrial chemicals it tested for. These included perfluorochemicals, or PFCs (found in some stain and oil repellants); flame retardants used in the manufacturing of furniture foam, computers, televisions, and kids’ furniture; metals (lead, mercury, arsenic, much of which enters the environment through burning coal, gasoline, and garbage), and chlorinated dioxins.


Tests show 287 industrial chemicals in 10 newborn babiesPollutants include consumer product ingredients, banned industrial chemicals and pesticides, and waste byproducts
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Source: Environmental Working Group analysis of tests of 10 umbilical cord blood samples conducted by AXYS Analytical Services (Sydney, BC) and Flett Research Ltd. (Winnipeg, MB).


Every single child tested was born with a wide range of pollutants, many of which have been banned for decades. Of the 287 chemicals found, well over half—180—are known or suspected carcinogens in humans or animals. At least 217 have been shown to be toxic to the brain and nervous system, while 208 have been linked to birth defects or abnormal development in animal tests.

The findings of this Body Burden study speak for themselves. They emphasize the urgent necessity for parents to clean themselves up before pregnancy, to reduce their future children’s exposure to these dangerous chemicals well ahead of time. Because while scientists have yet to evaluate the impact of this toxic chemical cocktail on developing fetuses and very young children, they do know that toxic exposures in the womb or during infancy can have a much greater effect than the same exposures later in life, even if the prenatal exposures occur at much lower levels.

Laying the Groundwork

Mothers with health problems—particularly obesity, diabetes, and hypertension—are more likely to have children with health problems. Fathers’ health can also play a crucial role in the outcome of a pregnancy. Though this subject hasn’t yet received enough attention, we do know that fathers with certain industrial and agricultural occupations are more likely to have children with neurocognitive problems.

So from the very beginning, get your partner involved in the greening process. Give up smoking as a team, and take turns cooking healthier recipes. Pay a visit to your doctor together. Evaluate your health to determine the risk factors involved on both sides, and see what steps you can take to minimize these risks. Dr. Manny Alvarez, the chairman of the Department of Obstetrics and Gynecology and Reproductive Science at Hackensack University Medical Center, strongly recommends this step, which many future parents skip.

“The ideal thing,” he said, would be to go to your doctor and say, “‘Hi, this is my significant other. We’re thinking of having a baby.’ And this is before you get pregnant. I’d say, ‘OK, significant other, let’s have a conversation. Let’s see what your history is, let’s see what your partner’s history is, let’s see what the two of you need to do beforehand.’ And then you go and you have your wonderful little time together, and you come back pregnant. For the most part, those precautions could eliminate a lot of stuff.”

If you’ve decided the time is right to try having a baby, you can make all sorts of little adjustments to clean up your life:


	Avoid inoculations with thimerosal in them. Flu shots often contain thimerosal, so check with your doctor before getting one.

	Get into a habit of regular exercise, either on your own or with the support of your partner. Don’t just exercise when you find out you’re pregnant; make it an essential part of your day-to-day life. (If you start now, before you get pregnant, you’ll want to continue.) Exercise is a great detoxifier, so don’t be afraid to sweat! The fitter you are, the easier your pregnancy—and the healthier your baby—will be.

	Give up drinking alcohol and start drinking filtered water (at least eight eight-ounce glasses a day) instead.

	Stop taking birth-control pills at least three months before trying to conceive.

	Start taking a prenatal vitamin with folate. Taking folic acid during your childbearing years has been shown to reduce the rish of certain birth defects by as much as 75 percent. (For more on the benefits of a folate supplement during pregnancy, see Chapter 3.)

	Last but not least: Clean up your diet! The presence, or absence, of essential vitamins and minerals in your body can play a huge role not only during your pregnancy, but in the months that precede it. If you have the proper nutritional reserves in your body before you get pregnant, you can start supplying your baby with the nutrients she needs right away, in the very first days of your pregnancy, well before your first visit to the obstetrician. And start drinking filtered water to flush out the toxins. For specific eating tips, see chapter 4.



And if you’re over the age of thirty-five, you should talk to your doctor about any additional precautions you should take before trying to get pregnant. Every year, more and more U.S. women fall into this category: In 2003, the average age of a mother giving birth for the first time rose to a record high of 25.2, an increase of almost four years since 1970. Between 1991 and 2001 alone, the number of first births per one-thousand women aged thirty-five to thirty-nine increased by 36 percent, and by 70 percent among women aged forty to forty-four.

While I think it’s great that women today are waiting longer to start their families, prospective mothers over age thirty-five need to take stock of the risks they face during pregnancy, like developing gestational diabetes or high blood pressure. They’re also more likely to be overweight or have more preexisting medical conditions than younger mothers. According to the March of Dimes, older mothers also run a greater risk of having miscarriages, multiple births, or a baby with birth defects or genetic disorders. So if you’re over thirty-five and thinking about getting pregnant, be all the more vigilant about cleaning up your life well ahead of time.

Treating Infertility

These days, just getting pregnant can present big challenges: An estimated 5 to 10 percent of American couples have some difficulty conceiving. While researchers don’t yet know all the reasons for infertility, many believe that the prevalence of hormone mimics and endocrine disruptors in our environment might play a role. Exposure to these chemicals—which can be present in everything from toxic plastics and conventional laundry detergents to organophosphate pesticides—could disrupt the body’s hormone signals that regulate reproduction and development, either by blocking, mimicking, or interfering with the action of hormones.

“If left to our own devices, our bodies are really pretty good about making checks and balances,” said Dr. Mady Hornig, an associate professor of epidemiology at Columbia University. “But there are now so many factors in the environment that mimic our natural hormones, and there’s only so much adaptation our body’s metabolic machinery can provide.” To maximize their fertility, couples should make an effort to reduce contact with any agents, like PCBs (see Chapter 3) that might alter their hormones.

Parents-to-be should also start asking more questions about how fertility treatments work. The standard course of treatment at a fertility clinic—first hormone treatments; then, if necessary, in vitro fertilization (IVF) or intracytoplasmic sperm injection (ICSI)—has helped a great number of people get pregnant, but how safe are these treatments? How much do we even know about how fertility treatments work? I believe in being a fully informed consumer in every aspect of life, and fertility treatments should be no exception. If my eggs were being perserved in a Petri dish, I know that I’d make it a priority to ask my doctor for a complete list of the preservatives being used. Before putting any substance into my body, I always make sure that I’m comfortable with all the ingredients. And just how thoroughly have fertility clinics tested the long-term safety of the substance used to preserve eggs? Could any of the chemicals used in popular fertility treatments be causing DNA damage? These chemicals have to be doing something to the cells, but what exactly? What are the long-term physical and developmental effects of fertility treatments?

I’m not saying fertility treatments are bad or good; I’m just saying that we need to start asking these and other questions. We also need to start demanding answers. We need to be absolutely certain that the preservatives used in these procedures are as safe as possible—we need to demand proof.

While many couples see no alternative but to undergo fertility treatments, there are other avenues worth exploring. Not just detoxifying your body, which is obviously essential, but finding ways to reduce stress (see Chapter 4). “I’m interested in the interactions between the brain and the hormonal and immune systems,” Dr. Hornig told me. “The brain has a lot of components, and stress is a very biochemical process that affects hormones and immunity. Is there something about uncertainty and stress that reduces the probability of getting pregnant? I don’t know how we could measure that, but that could be interesting. If we could look at various stress hormones in women trying to get pregnant, we might find that stress hormones reduce their ability to get pregnant.”

Finding a “sense of community and belonging that is, unfortunately, so often lacking in urban settings is another really critical element,” Dr. Hornig said.

So before going straight to the fertility clinic, explore other methods. In her classic book Taking Charge of Your Fertility, Toni Weschler introduces the principles of the fertility awareness method (FAM), which teaches women how to chart their own menstrual cycles, determine when they’re ovulating, and boost their chances of conception without recourse to drugs. Weschler encourages women to spend more time outside during daylight hours, and to try traditional Chinese medicine practices like acupuncture, which has proved very helpful both in reducing stress and in resolving the hormonal imbalances that can lead to infertility.


After an ectopic pregnancy and two miscarriages in just two years, I felt doomed. No matter what I did, I simply couldn’t have that baby my husband and I had dreamed about for so long. I was only twenty-eight years old—what was wrong with me? I considered IVF, but it was so expensive, and in any event getting pregnant didn’t seem to be my problem—it was bringing the baby to term. So, at the recommendation of a friend, I started going to an acupuncturist in Chinatown twice a week. In addition to the acupuncture, she gave me herbs and taught me relaxation techniques. I’d tried everything else, so why not? To this day, I don’t know if it was the acupuncture itself, or the herbs, or just the emotional support of my doctor, but fifteen months after I started my acupuncture treatments, I gave birth to a beautiful baby boy.

Carolyn M., Portland, OR



GREENING YOUR HOME

A green environment starts at home. For best results, I always recommend getting back to the basics. With just a few minor adjustments, you can go a long way toward protecting your family’s health over the long run. The changes I’m proposing are as easy as they are essential.

There are many simple practices parents—and prospective parents—can adopt to minimize exposure to potentially harmful substances. I strongly recommend trying out some of the following suggestions today, before you get pregnant, so that your good habits will already be in place when your baby arrives. Whether you end up having children or not, you and everyone around you will benefit from these easy household improvements.

Greening Your Shopping

Every day, all of us make hundreds of little decisions about how and where to spend our money. But as consumers, we don’t just control the products that come into our household. On a broader scale, we also control the products that land on the shelves of our supermarkets and stores. If enough of us band together and refuse to buy toxic foods and clothes and cleaning products, I can guarantee that the industry standards will change. The more that we demand safe green products, the more widely available—and more affordable—these products will become. It really is that simple. Everything starts with what you buy and bring into your home. “The more consumer demand for green products that you have,” Frances Beinecke told me, “the more the market will develop products that are better for people’s health. And parents are an incredibly strong source for that movement.”

So, even before you get pregnant, I ask that you commit to just one small change in the supermarket aisle. Replace your toxic cleaning product with a nontoxic one, or your chemical toothpaste with a natural brand. The next time you’re in the produce section, opt for the organic apple instead of the one that’s been sprayed with toxic pesticides. Buy an inexpensive filter to remove pollutants from the water you drink. Buy only rechargeable batteries. Recycle grocery bags or start bringing your own reusable bags to the grocery store.

I promise you that these tiny changes will lead to bigger improvements in the long run, without overwhelming you along the way. Take responsibility for the world your future children will one day inherit. You can start the next time you go shopping. By making these informed choices, you won’t just be improving your family’s health. You’ll also be making a powerful statement to corporate America and paving the way for other concerned parents in the future. The more of us who commit to purchasing nontoxic consumer goods and reducing waste, the more widely available these products will become. So the next time you walk into your local supermarket or department store, remember that you’re the one in control. Use your power responsibly.

Greening Your Cleaning

A truly healthy, toxin-free environment starts at home. Unfortunately, many ordinary household cleaners—toilet cleaners, window cleaners, laundry and dishwasher detergents—are loaded with chemicals that can pose a threat to human health, especially the health of children. Doesn’t it make sense to get rid of these potential toxins as early as possible—ideally, before your child is even conceived?

In a 1996 survey, the EPA found that 74 percent of U.S. households were using one or more pesticides in the home. And conventional household cleaners—from chlorine bleach-based detergents to drain cleaners—have been linked to a staggering range of illnesses, especially childhood illnesses, from asthma to cancer.

Eliminating toxic household cleaners can greatly improve your home’s indoor air quality, which has become a major health issue in recent years. Indoor air pollution—which can be two to five times worse than outdoor air pollution—has contributed to a rise in childhood respiratory disorders, including asthma and allergies. In fact, for the past seven years, the EPA has ranked indoor air pollution as one of the top five risks to human health. And according to the World Health Organization, approximately 30 percent of buildings have serious indoor-air quality issues.

The air in our homes might contain any number of toxins—dust mites; bacteria; particles from cooking, cleaning, smoking, and pet dander; pollutants brought in from outdoors like pollen, pesticides, and heavy metals—that can reduce our ability to perform mental tasks and even contribute to diseases as serious as cancer.

By greening your cleaning, you are also reducing your everyday exposure to these toxins, which have been linked to numerous childhood health problems, everything from ADHD and asthma to birth defects and reproductive problems. Waste no time in replacing your toxic products with environmentally friendly alternatives. These and other ingredients in conventional household ingredients might be doing real damage to your health:

Aerosol propellants, which can be found in conventional oven cleaners, carpet cleaners, furniture polishes and waxes, air fresheners, insecticides, upholstery cleaners, and spray starches, are eye, throat, and respiratory irritants that can aggravate asthma and cause other lung diseases. Exposure to aerosol propellants can also lead to eye injuries and chemical burns.


Alkylphenolic compounds, which are often a main ingredient in all-purpose cleaners and laundry detergents, are endocrine disruptors that have been shown to mimic the hormone estrogen and disrupt the body’s hormone signals that regulate reproduction and development.


Ammonia, which can be found in conventional window cleaners, furniture polishes and waxes, and metal polishes and cleaners—is listed as a toxic chemical on the EPA’s Community Right-to-Know list. It irritates the skin, eyes, and respiratory passages, causing all sorts of respiratory problems, including pulmonary edema. It is extremely toxic when inhaled in concentrated vapors and repeated exposure may lead to bronchitis and pneumonia. Ammonia can cause chemical burns, cataracts, and corneal damage and has been shown to produce skin cancer.


Chlorine bleach and chlorine byproducts form the basis of all sorts of conventional household cleaners: toilet-bowl cleaners, laundry detergents, dishwasher detergents, tub and tile cleaners—the list goes on and on. It’s imperative that you stop exposing yourself to this dangerous respiratory irritant, which is one of the primary causes of household poisonings in the United States.


Formaldehyde, a carcinogen in humans, can be found in many conventional air fresheners, disinfectants, and spray starches. Exposure to formaldehyde can severely irritate or burn skin, eyes, nose, mouth, throat, and lungs, in addition to triggering skin allergies, asthma attacks, and even pulmonary edema. For more information on formaldehyde in other parts of the house, see Chapter 4.


Perchlorethylene, or PERC, is a toxin found in spot removers, degreasers, and carpet cleaners. It’s also the main chemical used in conventional dry-cleaning fluids. So if you’re thinking about getting pregnant, I strongly suggest to find a nontoxic dry cleaner in your neighborhood, as PERC is a bioaccumulative toxin, meaning it can build up in our fat tissues. When inhaled by a pregnant woman, PERC can interfere with a developing fetus and also contaminate breast milk.


Petroleum distillates abound in just about every conventional consumer product on the market: lip gloss, perfume, hand dishwashing liquid, fertilizer, pesticides, plastics, paint thinners, solvents, artificial fragrances, furniture polishes, stain removers, and oven cleaners. If at all possible, try to phase these highly flammable bioaccumulative compounds out of your life, especially if you’re thinking about having children. Exposure to petroleum distillates might pose risks to the liver, respiratory, cardiovascular, immune, endocrine, and gastrointestinal systems.


Benzene, a toxic emission of burning coal and oil, is a particularly dangerous petroleum derivative that has been implicated in incidences of childhood leukemia, the most common cancer in children. Tests on animals have shown that benzene can damage a developing fetus. The main sources of benzene exposure are tobacco smoke and vehicle exhaust, but toxic cleaning products might also put you at risk.


Toluene, another volatile organic compund, is a highly toxic petrochemical solvent. A carcinogen, neurotoxin, and eye and skin irritant, toluene is used in a staggering array of products used both to clean and to renovate the home: aerosol paints, floor polishes and other household cleaners, adhesives and sealants, paint and varnish removers, undercoats and primers, vinyl flooring, bathmats, waterproofing compounds, and industrial particleboard.


Phenol, often an ingredient in conventional laundry detergents, all-purpose cleaners, air fresheners, disinfectants and furniture polish, metal polishes and cleaners, fabric softeners and dryer sheets, is a known mutagen and suspected carcinogen. It can severely irritate or burn skin, eyes, nose, mouth, throat, and lungs. Phenol can also interfere with the ability of the blood to carry oxygen and cause bronchitis to develop. Higher exposures can cause a buildup of fluid in the lungs, which can lead to pulmonary edema. Internal consumption of large quantities can lead to circulatory collapse, convulsions, cold sweats, coma, and death.


Safe Alternatives

All over the country, safe, effective natural alternatives to conventional household cleaning products are becoming more available every day. As more and more of us clean up our lives, green alternatives will be even easier to find—and cheaper, too. Look out for products that disclose all ingredients (and tell you that they do).

You’ll find that making the switch to nontoxic cleaners will save you a lot of money, since you’ll no longer have to cram your cabinets with countless specialty products. Just a few basic cleaning products will suffice for most cleaning jobs.


	
All-purpose cleaner will clean floors, counters, kitchen surfaces, bathrooms, tubs, tiles, carpets, spills, and stains. Imus GTC (Greening the Cleaning) makes an extremely effective nontoxic all-purpose cleaner, which you can purchase at imusranchfoods.com and at thousand of stores nationwide. One hundred percent of the profits from sales of these products go to the Imus Ranch for kids with cancer. Seventh Generation (www.seventhgeneration.com), Sun & Earth (www.sunandearth.com), and other environmentally friendly companies also make nontoxic all-purpose cleaners.

	
Window/glass cleaner will clean glass, windows, and all stainless steel. GTC has an excellent nontoxic window cleaner.

	
Automatic dishwashing detergent. Seventh Generation (www.seventhgeneration.com) makes a good nontoxic automatic dishwashing detergent.

	
Hand dishwashing liquid will clean pots, pans, dishes, fine china, glasses, teapots, coffeepots, silver, and anything else you don’t want to put in your dishwasher. GTC, Ecover (www.ecover.com), Earth Friendly (www.ecos.com) Sun and Earth, and Seventh Generation all sell safe dishwashing liquids.

	
Laundry liquid. GTC, Bi-O-Kleen (www.biokleenhome. com), Ecover, Earth Friendly, and Seventh Generation all offer great alternatives to conventional laundry liquids.

	
Baking soda, or sodium bicarbonate, is unbelievably useful in every room of your house. It can neutralize acid, scrub shiny materials without scratching, unclog and clean drains, extinguish grease fires, and remove certain stains. Baking soda can also be used to deodorize your refrigerator, carpets, and upholstery. It can clean and polish aluminum, chrome, jewelry, plastic, porcelain, silver, stainless steel, copper, and tin.

	
White distilled vinegar works much better than any toxic disinfectant you can buy. It contains about 5 percent acetic acid, which makes it great at removing stains. Vinegar can also dissolve mineral deposits, grease, remove traces of soap, remove mildew or wax buildup, polish some metals, and deodorize almost every room of your house. You can use it to clean coffeepots, windows, brick, stone, carpets, toilet bowls—just about every surface in your house except marble, in fact. A tablespoon of white vinegar added to the rinse cycle also acts as a wonderful fabric softener. While it’s normally diluted with water, in some cases it can be used straight. I recommend using organic vinegar, which is slightly pricier than the nonorganic kind but still a lot cheaper than most consumer cleaning products.

	
Lemon juice is a natural odor-eater that combines well with other ingredients. It can be used to clean glass and remove stains from aluminum, copper, clothing, and porcelain, and nothing works better on Formica surfaces. When exposed to sunlight, lemon juice is a mild lightener or bleach. Squeeze the juice from half a lemon into the wash cycle to get rid of odors on clothing.

	
Table salt is great at removing rust. With lemon juice, it can clean copper. When mixed with vinegar, salt polishes brass. Salt is also a key ingredient in an effective, all-natural scouring powder.



I also recommend keeping some hydrogen peroxide on hand, which in diluted form is great at removing stains from heavily soiled whites and other clothing and a number of surfaces. Essential oils (see Chapter 8) are excellent disinfectants, and ketchup is useful for cleaning copper and brass.

And you only need a few basic supplies to maximize the efficacy of these environmentally friendly cleaners. First off, I recommend that you buy a microfiber mop, some washable microfiber cloths, and a microfiber duster. Microfiber is excellent at cleaning up messes, and because it’s washable, you don’t have to keep replacing your rags and mops every few months. If you do use paper towels, make sure that you buy only products that have been whitened without chlorine bleach, to guard against dioxin contamination. Green Forest (www.greenforestproducts.com) and Seventh Generation (www.seventhgeneration.com) both make great eco-friendly—and price-competitive—toilet paper and paper towels.

You should also keep some scouring pads on hand (but not the ones that have been pretreated with toxic detergents), as well as natural cellulose sponges; a vacuum cleaner with a HEPA filter; gloves; a large scrub brush; old toothbrushes; and rags—yellowed old T-shirts or bar towels.

And that’s it! You’re done. Just find a few nontoxic cleaners you like and you’ll be going a long way to protecting your family’s health in the years to come. For a list of environmentally friendly household cleaning brands that I recommend, please turn to the Buying Green section on Chapter 12.

However you choose to clean, make it a rule never to bring a product into your home without first thoroughly investigating its ingredients. Products containing chlorine bleach, ammonia, and petroleum distillates can all have serious health consequences for your family. Don’t take the safety of anything for granted.

Green Building and Renovating

Ideally, if you’re planning to renovate your home, you should finish construction before you even try to become pregnant. Fetuses and infants are extremely susceptible to toxins in the environment, which increase in concentration during household construction. Obviously, renovating in advance isn’t always possible, but do keep these risks in mind as you plan your new home.

If it’s not practical for you to renovate your home prior to pregnancy, you should try to stay away from the building as long as possible, preferably until construction is completed. If you cannot make arrangements to live elsewhere for the duration of construction, make sure that you have proper ventilation and that all materials and dust are cleaned before you reenter the building. Asbestos and lead dust from paint is particularly harmful during renovations. Other potential risks worth taking into account include:


PCBs, or polychlorinated biphenyls, are a chlorine-based chemical compound once used as coolants and lubricants in electrical equipment. Although PCBs have been banned since 1997, they still persist in our environment. Exposure to PCBs has been linked to reduced IQs in children, deficits in intellectual ability, and poor short-term memory and attention span. These compounds can be extremely toxic to the immune system. PCBs also disrupt thyroid hormone homeostasis, which is a crucial part of fetal development. The U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, EPA, and International Agency for Research on Cancer have all concluded that PCBs probably cause cancer. So if you have fluorescent lighting fixtures that are more than thirty years old, consider replacing them: They may be leaking PCBs into the air.

And be warned that another major source of PCB contamination is dietary. Non-organic fish, meat, and dairy products can all contain trace amounts of PCBs. According to the Agency for Toxic Substances and Disease Registry, women who ate large quantities of PCB-contaminated fish were more likely to have babies with reduced birth weights, behavioral problems, or impaired immune systems. A recent study of 212 fifth graders in Michigan suggests that prenatal exposure to even very low levels of PCBs can lower children’s IQs.



Styrene, a petroleum distillate also known as vinyl benzene, has been classified by the EPA and Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA) as a possible human carcinogen. Styrene primarily affects the central nervous system. Exposure might cause headaches, dizziness, confusion, and drowsiness, among other symptoms. A major component of indoor air pollution, styrene is found in many consumer products, especially those associated with home renovation: plastics, rubbers, resins, insulation, fiberglass, pipes, containers, wainscoting, and carpet backing. If you’re thinking about remodeling your home, ask about the styrene content of the building materials you’re considering using. A number of the most common—caulking compounds and sealants, vinyl flooring, and various paint-related products—might be worth avoiding.
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