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                                                                                     Toxic Exposures and Our Health 
 

 

 

 

 Hazardous substances are everywhere —in our food and water, in household and  
 health products we use each day, in our electronics and fabrics, and even in children’s 

 

toys and baby bottles.  There are now 80,000 chemicals registered for commercial use—a 30% increase  

 

over 1979. According to recent testing, the bodies of most Americans contain a chemical soup.  

 

People across the country are taking action to turn this toxic tide. 
 

 

HERE ARE A FEW OF THE MOST COMMON ENVIRONMENTAL POISONS 
 

 

BPA – Bisphenol A, like many toxic chemicals, is a hormone disruptor—a synthetic sex hormone that 

mimics or blocks the body’s own hormones and alters hormonal functions. Commonly used to make 

plastic flexible and durable, BPA is found in toys, sports and soda bottles, the lining of canned food, 

plastic dinnerware, medical equipment and electronics products. Studies show links, even at low 

doses, to obesity, breast cancer, diabetes, heart problems and other illnesses. 
 

Dioxins – Dioxins are the toxic by-products of incineration and some manufacturing processes. 

Burning of residential waste is thought to be the largest source of dioxins in the U.S. Dioxins can be 

found in 93% of our meats and in 23% of our dairy products. 
 

Phthalates – A family of compounds used as plasticizers, these toxic chemicals are found 

everywhere—in toys, food containers, flooring and wall coverings, medical devices such as IV tubes, air 

fresheners, cosmetics and personal care products, including baby products.   
 

PBDEs – Polybrominated diphenyl ethers are dangerous, persistent neurotoxins. PBDEs are in flame 

retardant chemicals put into appliances, textiles and plastic foams used in furniture, baby strollers 

and other children's products. They emit dangerous toxic particles just being in the products and 

although they delay fires, they create more dangerous particles when they finally do burn.  
 

Pesticides – Widespread use of toxic agricultural pesticides has resulted in universal exposure 

through our diets and increased levels of exposure from pesticide "drift" traveling from the fields on 

wind and in water to areas were workers and families are living in rural communities.  
 

Lead – Power plants are the primary source of lead emissions into the environment, and lead 

contaminated household dust is the major pathway of lead exposure for children. Lead poisoning 

accounts for the majority of pediatric health costs in the U.S. Lead is also found in many lipsticks. 

 

THE IMPACT of our exposure to an ever-increasing number of environmental toxins? 

  GROWING numbers of developmental disabilities, cancers and many other chronic diseases.  
 

 

And now science is showing that the timing of our toxic exposure has  
as much or more impact than the amount of our exposure: 

 

During our lifetime, we have “windows of vulnerability.”  
 

According to Sandra Steingraber Ph.D., internationally renowned biologist and author: 
 

 “We go through important changes during our life and enter windows of vulnerability when 

we are exquisitely sensitive to the effects of toxic exposures—far out of the proportion that the 

dose might predict.” 
 

For example, Steingraber has pointed out that the first six months of post-natal life, when the 

infant’s blood barrier has not yet formed, is a particularly vulnerable time when: 
 

  “Tiny, vanishingly small exposures of insecticides … can create disproportionate risks to the brain, 
and can be a terrible saboteur of that brain compared to similar or even much larger exposures for 

older humans.” 

 



  

   

   OOOuuurrr   WWWiiinnndddooowwwsss   ooofff   VVVuuulllnnneeerrraaabbbiiillliiitttyyy   tttooo   TTToooxxxiiiccc   EEExxxpppooosssuuurrreeesss   
   

 In Utero – A pregnant woman’s blood flows through the umbilical cord from the placenta to the 

fetus, which exposes the fetus to toxic substances present in the mother’s body. 

 

 Infants/Toddlers – The propensity of young children to chew on anything they can reach, their 

close-to-the-floor method of movement, and their rapid growth give them special vulnerability. 

 

 Adolescents – During puberty, when hormones are in a state of excited movement, exposure to 

synthetic hormone disruptors can alter this natural rite of passage. 

 
 Adults/Seniors – With age, human defense mechanisms, including the immune system, 

kidneys, liver and the brain-blood barrier, begin to weaken and put seniors at great risk. 
 

  

                                                      

 

 

   

IIInnn   UUUttteeerrrooo    

   

First environments are  
the key to developing  

healthy adults. 
 

The blood that flows from the mother through the umbilical 

cord provides essential nutrients to the fetus, but it also 

exposes the fetus to dangerous chemicals. Depending on the 
type of in utero exposure, both the fetus and the developing 

postnatal person can be affected in many ways and at 

different stages of their evolution. 

 

Miscarriage – Miscarriage rates are three-fold for women 

impacted by certain toxins. For example, exposure to BPA 

early in a pregnancy has been linked to miscarriage.  

 

     
   

Premature Birth/Lowered Birth Weights – Fetal exposure to phthalates has been associated with 

premature births and dioxin exposure with lowered birth weights. 

  

Birth Defects – Living close to agricultural fields where pesticides are sprayed has been connected to 

higher than average cases of birth defects such as certain kinds of clefts, cardiac defects, limb reduction 

deficits and undescended testicles. Phthalates exposure is linked to genital abnormalities in boys. 

 

Abnormal Brain Development – Phthalates exposure can result in disruption in maternal and fetal 

thyroid hormones, which are important to brain development. BPA exposure can also result in abnormal 

brain development. Even low-level fetal exposure to lead can result in mental impairment.  

 

Behavioral and Learning Disorders – In utero exposure to dioxins has been connected to both  

learning and behavioral disorders as the infant matures; PBDE exposure is linked to behavioral problems. 
 

Health Problems Later in Life – Exposure to PBDEs and other hormone disruptors has been 

associated with the growing rates of infertility. Prostate and breast cancers have been linked to prenatal 

phthalates exposure. Based on animal studies, there is wide-spread belief that early life exposure to 

pesticides can result in Parkinson’s Disease in adult life.  
  

 



 

   

IIInnnfffaaannntttsss///TTToooddddddllleeerrrsss      

 

 

Every child younger than six months is missing 
the suit of armor that surrounds the  

brain and offers protection against the  
neurological damage of pesticides.  

                              –Sandra Steingraber, Ph.D.  
   

   

Young children, with their nervous systems still developing and undergoing rapid growth, have unique 
characteristics, which cause particular vulnerability to toxic exposures. 

 

A child’s blood-brain barrier is not in place until the 6th postnatal month. The blood-brain 

barrier is the key element of the brain, which isolates the brain from disturbances in the composition 

of fluids in the rest of the body. Toxic exposures can cause damage to an unprotected brain.  
 

 

                             
 

 

Young children have a propensity to put almost everything in their mouths. Many of the 

toys and other objects that end up in children’s mouths are made of plastic, which may contain toxic 

plasticizers like BPA or phthalate. Exposure to these synthetic chemical hormone disruptors can alter 

a child’s normal hormonal functioning.  
 

They tend to spend time on the floor. Crawling and playing on the floor exposes children to 

household dust, a major pathway of lead exposure, which can result in learning and reading 
difficulties, delayed growth and hearing loss. On the floor, children can also be exposed to PBDEs, the 

hormone disrupting flame retardant found in carpeting.   
 

They eat more food per pound of body weight than adults. This of course means that children 

consume, pound for pound, more pesticides and more dioxins and PBDEs—which bioaccumulate in 

food, and more BPA and phthalates—used in food packaging, than adults. 
 

Additionally, young children are exposed to phthalates through baby care products such as lotions, 

powders and shampoos. 

  
 

 

Adolescents  
 

 

 

 

Research has just begun to uncover the 
effects of toxic exposures on adolescents 

going through puberty. 
 

 

 

Puberty is a time of rapid growth in which a lot of DNA 

is excitedly replicating and is thus a time of greater 

vulnerable to damage from chemical hormone disruptors 

than when in a quiet state.  
 

Although there are not yet robust findings on the effects of 

toxic exposures on puberty, it is clear: certain chemicals can 

alter and disrupt the process. For example, BPA is suspected 

to cause earlier puberty. 

Adolescent girls are of particular concern as they begin to use a variety of cosmetics, most of which      

contain extremely toxic substances such as BPA, lead and phthalates. 

 



 

   

AAAddduuullltttsss///SSSeeennniiiooorrrsss      
 

       

   SSSeeennniiiooorrr   aaaddduuullltttsss   cccooommmeee   tttooo   aaa   
tttiiimmmeee   wwwhhheeennn   ttthhheeeyyy   aaarrreee   

eeexxxqqquuuiiisssiiittteeelllyyy   ssseeennnsssiiitttiiivvveee   tttooo   
tttoooxxxiiiccc   sssuuubbbssstttaaannnccceeesss...   

 
  

                  

     

With age, all defense mechanisms weaken, the blood-brain barrier starts to fall 
apart, and seniors become more vulnerable to toxic substances.  
For example, older adults have been shown to have higher blood levels of lead than younger adults. 

Research is demonstrating that increased levels of lead in blood and bone contribute to hypertension, 

renal insufficiency and cognitive impairment. There is also the issue of  

the liver losing its capacity to detoxify as thoroughly as when a person  

is younger, which leads to increased sensitivity to environmental toxics. 
 

Additionally as the metabolic activity of adults slows, the possibility of 

over dosing on prescribed medications becomes more likely. The 

medication is not well metabolized and greater toxicity can occur. 

 

Silent exposures early in life matched by exposures in adult 
life could be a threatening combination.   
There is speculation, backed by animal studies, that early life exposure to 

pesticides can result in Parkinson’s disease later in life and when combined with adult exposure may 

elicit the neuro-degenerative changes that can then lead to full-blown Parkinson’s dementia. It has been 
documented that certain kinds of farmers are more prone to dementia than other people and certain 

veterans of wars where pesticides were used are at higher risk for Parkinson’s. 
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Opportunities for Change 
 
 

  

   
WWWhhhiiillleee   rrreeessseeeaaarrrccchhheeerrrsss   cccooonnntttiiinnnuuueee   tttooo   llleeeaaarrrnnn   mmmooorrreee   aaannnddd   mmmooorrreee   aaabbbooouuuttt   ttthhheee   eeeffffffeeeccctttsss   ooofff    tttoooxxxiiiccc   eeexxxpppooosssuuurrreeesss,,,    

pppooolllllluuuttteeerrrsss   cccooonnntttiiinnnuuueee   tttooo   rrreeellleeeaaassseee   bbbiiilll lll iiiooonnnsss   ooofff   pppooouuunnndddsss   ooofff    tttoooxxxiiicccsss   iiinnntttooo   ttthhheee   aaaiiirrr,,,    wwwaaattteeerrr   aaannnddd   sssoooiiilll ...    
   

WWWhhhaaattt   cccaaannn   wwweee   dddooo???   
   

   

We can help turn this toxic tide in KY. 

   

   

   

AAAllllll    aaacccrrrooossssss   ttthhheee   cccooouuunnntttrrryyy,,,   pppeeeooopppllleee   aaarrreee   wwwooorrrkkkiiinnnggg   fffooorrr   ccchhhaaannngggeee...   
   SSSeeevvveeerrraaalll    ssstttaaattteee   aaannnddd   lllooocccaaalll    gggooovvveeerrrnnnmmmeeennntttsss   hhhaaavvveee   aaalllrrreeeaaadddyyy   tttaaakkkeeennn   aaacccttt iiiooonnnsss   llliiikkkeee   bbbaaannnnnniiinnnggg   bbbiiisssppphhheeennnooolll ---AAA,,,   ppphhhttthhhaaalllaaattteeesss   

aaannnddd   llleeeaaaddd...    GGGooo   tttooo   hhhttttttppp::://////sssaaafffeeerrrssstttaaattteeesss...ooorrrggg///   tttooo   fff iiinnnddd   ooouuuttt    wwwhhhaaattt ’’’ sss   gggoooiiinnnggg   ooonnn   wwwhhheeerrreee...       

   GGGrrrooouuupppsss   aaarrreee   wwwooorrrkkkiiinnnggg   tttooogggeeettthhheeerrr   tttooo   pppuuussshhh   ttthhheee   UUUSSS   CCCooonnngggrrreeessssss   tttooo   rrreeefffooorrrmmm   iiinnnddduuusssttt rrryyy   aaannnddd   rrreeeggguuulllaaatttooorrryyy   ppprrroooccceeesssssseeesss;;;      

   RRReeetttaaaiii llleeerrrsss   aaarrreee   gggeeetttttt iiinnnggg   ttthhheee   mmmeeessssssaaagggeee:::   tttoooxxxiiiccc   ppprrroooddduuuccctttsss   aaarrreee   nnnooottt   aaacccccceeeppptttaaabbbllleee;;;   sssaaafffeeerrr    sssuuubbbsssttt iiitttuuuttteeesss   aaarrreee   nnneeeeeedddeeeddd...   
   

   

   

HHHeeerrreee   aaarrreee   sssooommmeee   oooppppppooorrrtttuuunnniiitttiiieeesss   fffooorrr   yyyooouuu   tttooo   tttaaakkkeee   aaaccctttiiiooonnn   iiinnn   KKKeeennntttuuuccckkkyyy...   

TTThhheee   KKKeeennntttuuuccckkkyyy   EEEnnnvvviiirrrooonnnmmmeeennntttaaalll    FFFooouuunnndddaaattt iiiooonnn   (((KKKEEEFFF)))    wwwaaannntttsss   yyyooouuu   tttooo   gggeeettt    iiinnnvvvooolllvvveeeddd!!!   

   EEEnnndddooorrrssseee   ttthhheee   LLLooouuuiiisssvvviiilll llleee   CCChhhaaarrrttteeerrr :::    AAA   PPPlllaaatttfffooorrrmmm   fffooorrr    CCChhheeemmmiiicccaaalll    RRReeefffooorrrmmm...   TTThhheee   CCChhhaaarrrttteeerrr,,,    nnnaaammmeeeddd   tttooo   

hhhooonnnooorrr   ttthhheee   ssstttrrruuuggggggllleeesss   ooofff    LLLooouuuiiisssvvviii lll llleee’’’sss   RRRuuubbbbbbeeerrrtttooowwwnnn   cccooommmmmmuuunnniiitttyyy,,,   lllaaayyysss   ooouuuttt   ttthhheee   nnneeeccceeessssssaaarrryyy   sssttteeepppsss   fffooorrr   

cccooommmppprrreeehhheeennnsssiiivvveee   ccchhheeemmmiiicccaaalll    iiinnnddduuussstttrrryyy   rrreeefffooorrrmmm...   FFFiiinnnddd   ttthhheee   CCChhhaaarrrttteeerrr   aaattt    KKKEEEFFF’’’sss   wwweeebbbsssiiittteee   (((ssseeeeee   bbbeeelllooowww)))...   

   SSSccchhheeeddduuullleee   aaa   ppprrreeessseeennntttaaatttiiiooonnn    ooonnn   tttoooxxxiiicccsss   aaannnddd   hhheeeaaalllttthhh   fffooorrr    yyyooouuurrr   ooorrrgggaaannniiizzzaaatttiiiooonnn,,,   yyyooouuurrr   rrreeellliiigggiiiooouuusss   ooorrr    

cccooommmmmmuuunnniiitttyyy   gggrrrooouuuppp...    KKKEEEFFF   wwwiiilll lll   uuussseee   vvviiidddeeeooo   aaannnddd   hhhaaannndddsss---ooonnn   mmmaaattteeerrriiiaaalllsss   tttooo   iiinnnfffooorrrmmm   fffooolllkkksss   ooonnn   ttthhheee   ppprrrooobbbllleeemmmsss   ooofff    

tttoooxxxiiiccc   eeexxxpppooosssuuurrreeesss   aaannnddd   iiinnnvvvooolllvvveee   yyyooouuu   iiinnn   ttthhheee   mmmooovvveeemmmeeennnttt    fffooorrr   ccchhhaaannngggeee...         

   SSSiiigggnnn   UUUppp   ooonnn   ttthhheee   SSSaaafffeeerrr   CCChhheeemmmiiicccaaalllsss,,,   HHHeeeaaalllttthhhyyy   FFFaaammmiiillliiieeesss   cccaaammmpppaaaiiigggnnn    tttooo   pppuuuttt   ppprrreeessssssuuurrreee   ooonnn   

CCCooonnngggrrreeessssss   fffooorrr    ccchhheeemmmiiicccaaalll    iiinnnddduuussstttrrryyy   rrreeefffooorrrmmm   nnnooowww!!!   GGGooo   tttooo   hhhttttttppp::://////wwwwwwwww...sssaaafffeeerrrccchhheeemmmiiicccaaalllsss...ooorrrggg   fffooorrr    mmmooorrreee   

iiinnnfffooorrrmmmaaatttiiiooonnn...   AAAlllsssooo,,,   ccchhheeeccckkk   ooouuuttt   ttthhheee   KKKEEEFFF   wwweeebbbsssiiittteee   fffooorrr    iiinnnfffooorrrmmmaaattt iiiooonnn   ooonnn   ooottthhheeerrr   nnnaaattt iiiooonnnaaalll    cccaaammmpppaaaiiigggnnnsss...    

   SSStttaaayyy   iiinnn   tttooouuuccchhh ...    KKKEEEFFF   iiisss   wwwooorrrkkkiiinnnggg   wwwiiittthhh   ooottthhheeerrr   hhheeeaaalllttthhh   aaannnddd   eeennnvvviiirrrooonnnmmmeeennntttaaalll    jjjuuusssttt iiiccceee   gggrrrooouuupppsss   iiinnn   ttthhheee   

ssstttaaattteee   tttooo   ppplllaaannn   nnneeewww   ssstttrrraaattteeegggiiieeesss   fffooorrr    pppooosssiiittt iiivvveee   ccchhhaaannngggeee   iiinnn   KKKeeennntttuuuccckkkyyy...    WWWeee’’’ llllll    kkkeeeeeeppp   yyyooouuu   iiinnnfffooorrrmmmeeeddd   aaannnddd   

iiinnnvvvooolllvvveeeddd   iiinnn   aaacccttt iiiooonnnsss   tttooo   ppprrrooottteeecccttt    ooouuurrr   aaaiiirrr ,,,   wwwaaattteeerrr ,,,   fffooooooddd   aaannnddd   bbbooodddiiieeesss   fffrrrooommm   hhhaaarrrmmmfffuuulll   ccchhheeemmmiiicccaaalllsss...      

   DDDooonnnaaattteee   fffuuunnndddsss   tttooo   kkkeeeeeeppp   ttthhheee   gggooooooddd   wwwooorrrkkk   gggoooiiinnnggg...   YYYooouuurrr   cccooonnntttrrr iiibbbuuutttiiiooonnn   tttooo   KKKEEEFFF   wwwiii lll lll   hhheeelllppp   uuusss   cccooonnnttt iiinnnuuueee   

ttthhhiiisss   cccrrr iiittt iiicccaaalll    wwwooorrrkkk...    DDDooonnnaaattt iiiooonnnsss   cccaaannn   bbbeee   ssseeennnttt   tttooo   ooouuurrr   aaaddddddrrreeessssss   bbbeeelllooowww,,,   ooorrr    vvviiiaaa   ooouuurrr   wwweeebbbsssiiittteee...   
   
   

   

For more information on turning the toxic tide, contact: 
 

  

Kentucky Environmental Foundation 
859-986-0868 

128 Main St.  Berea KY 40403 
 

Don’t forget to visit our web site for toxics information links.
 

  

http://kyenvironmentalfoundation.org/ 
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