�


MEETING OF ENVIRONMENTAL MINISTERS OF THE AMERICAS


MARCH 29-30, 2001











Session 2: –   Environment and Health: Understanding the Linkages


29 – 30 March 2001











CONTEXT





Our The physical environment  - the air we breathe, the water we drink, the food we eat, the soil we till, and the places where we live,, learn, play and work and playwork - is a is a key determinant of our human health. From conception and prenatal development through to child and adulthood, exposure to environmental hazards can impair human health and affect quality of life. These Human beings are vulnerable to environmental threats.  Potential hazards include chemical, biological and some physical agents such ionizing radiation).  Environmental environmental hazards may be of natural or anthropogenic origin; chemical, biological or physical (e.g. radiation); and exposure may occur via inhalation, ingestion, or dermal contact through the skin. Effects  From early on in conception and throughout childhood and adulthood, exposure to environmental contaminants can impair human health and affect quality of life, rangeing from illness and premature death due to cancers and respiratory diseasesand gastrointestinal diseases, cancers; to , disruption of the body’s hormone, immune and fertility systems; and to to subtle neurodevelopmental and neurobehavioral impairments.  Exposure at an early age is of particularly problematic.  Children, because of their rapid growth, their developing body systems, and their unique behaviours (hand to mouth activity, breastfeeding) behaviors (breast feeding, crawling, hand to mouth activities) and their proportionally higher intake of air, water and food per unit of body weight are more vulnerable than adults. 





Internationally, there is a growing recognition that human health is the single most important driver for environmental protection and conservation concerns.  In 1992, Tthe 1992 Rio Ddeclaration on Environment and Development and Agenda 21 recognized that environmental protection and conservation wereare basically a health issue and a prerequisite for human health and sustainable development.  When people suffer ill health because of a poor environment, hopes for improved quality of life and future development are stifled. 











OBJECTIVE AND FOCUS OF THE DISCUSSION





The main objective of the discussion is to improve our understanding of environmental health linkages in order to help shape policies that address environmental threats to human health in the hemisphere.  This will hopefully help set the stage for further regional and global initiatives, including at the ministerial level, on environment and health.





Throughout the Americas there is ample evidence that the quality of life of people and economic development isare being hindered by environmental problems such as air pollution, water contamination, waste generation and disposal, and and resources depletion.  Ministers of the Environment of Latin America and the Caribbean have also recognized that deforestation, deterioration of the urban environment and increased vulnerabilities to environmental disasters depletion. are three high priority environmental issues in the Americas.   Indeed, Ministers of the Environment of Latin America and the Caribbean, as part of their 10 year review of progress made since the signing of the Rio Declaration, have recognized that deforestation, deterioration of the urban environment and increased vulnerabilities to environmental disasters are three high priority environmental issues in the Americas.  All of these have important implications for human healthAll of these have important health implications..  While recognizing that there are many sources of environmental hazards that can impact on human health, particular attention will be given to urban air quality.  


�












The air we breathe





Air pollution is a major problem affecting citizens in both developed and developing countries in the Americas.  Health concerns focus not only on ambient air quality in major cities, but also on indoor air quality in both urban and rural regions. alike.  The mounting number of motor vehicles, distances driven in use and increasing presence of industrial activities in urban centres continues to cause increasing air pollution problems throughout the hemisphere.   For example, it It is estimated that air pollution affects 81 million urban residents of Latin America leading to 2.3 million cases of chronic respiratory illness each year in among children alone.  However, experience in Mexico City has demonstrated that aggressive programs aimed at reducing air pollution can be effective in reducing the associated morbidity illness patterns and in helping to curb the current and future demand on medical services.  





Regulatory actions Iin North America Canada and the United States, regulatory action over the past 2 -3 decades, hasve also led to declines in levels of most common air pollutants.  However, gains in air quality can easily be eroded are at risk of being eroded.  For example, benefits achieved through tougher vehicle emission standards can be undermined by an increase by thein the size of the vehicle fleet and longer distances traveled.  DHence, despite drastic significant measures to reduce air pollution in the hemisphere, manysome (many, most???) urban centres continue to experience periodic unacceptable air quality, especially during the summer.





Particulate matter (dust, aerosols, smoke) suspended in the air (dust, aerosols, and smoke) is athe major concern. When inhaled, these small particlesparticulates can penetrate deeply into the lungs, affecting the lung tissue and the respiratory system.  The latest studies show that there is no threshold below which inspired particles have no adverse effect on the lung tissue.  Inhalation of particulate matters during air pollution episodes has been clearly linked to premature mortality, increases in hospital admissions and significant increases in associated health care costs.  Poor air quality is particularly significant for children because their lungs are still developing.  They often engage in vigorous outdoor physical activities, raising which raise their breathing rates and consequently,  their exposuresre to air environmental contaminants. in the air.  Their exposure is also increased because their breathing zone is closer to the ground where vehicle emissions is emitted and where dust and heavier metals tend to concentrate. 





A concerted effort to reduce human health impact of air pollutants has led most countries of the Americas to phase out leaded gasoline.  Lead, a powerful neurotoxicant, can affect everyone but is of primary concern for children.  Even at low concentration in the blood, lead can affect children’s mental and neurological development with persisting effects into adulthood.  Where still in use, lead in gasoline can accounts for up to 90% of airborne lead contamination in urban areas.  Although airborne sources of lead in gasoline has been lead are being eliminated in most countries in the Americas, we need to remain vigilant about other sources of lead, airborne or others.  Lead can be found in products such as candle wicks, paints, toys, ceramics, water from lead soldered water pipe and food conserved in lead soldered cans are still a concern. . 





 Children can be exposed to lead through the unintentional ingestion of lead contained in dust, paint flakes, water, soil and products such as toys made with lead. 





Improvements in urban air quality require attention on many fronts, ranging from designing urban settings to reduce transportation demand, availability and use of public transit, vehicle design and periodic inspections, fuel specification, and urban traffic management programs (e.g., bypasses, and traffic-free areas) to divert traffic away from urban cores.  Emissions from industrial activities also need to be controlled to improve urban air quality.   





The Clean Air Initiative in Latin American Cities, launched by the World Bank in 1998, is intended to promote the development or enhancement of city-wide action plans to mitigate local and global pollution.  It involves all relevant stakeholders and fosters the use of clean technologies and innovation to reduce air pollution.  It also seeks to disseminate information and train partners to advance air quality management knowledge.  WPlanning work is currently underway to renew and extend the program, which is currently in its the last year of its initial phase.  Opportunities exist to build on the success achieved so far through national level endorsement.
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Other eEnvironmental Tthreats to Health:





The water we drink





Although important progress has been made in recent years, approximately 90 million people in the Americas still do not have access to any water supply ready access to water even of the simplest kind.  Many of  Even those who do have the benefit of being connected to a water source, are very much exposed to water drink water that can make them sick.  Threats to water quality can be microbial and biological and chemical.  About 300 million people in the AmericasLatin America and the Caribbean are at risk of contracting serious diseases such as cholera, typhoid fever, and viral hepatitis.  Parasites such as Giardia and Cryptosporidium are also a serious threat, particularly in developing countries.  But biological contamination of water can also riddle more affluent countries.  Last summer, in the small Canadian town of Walkerton, drinking water system was contaminated with E-coli bacteria from manure contaminated run-off, killing 7 people and injuring over a thousand individuals.  Threats to water quality can also arise from chemical contamination such as PCBs and heavy metalsBiological. Microbial and chemical contaminants enter source waters mainly through the discharge of human, animal and industrial wastes.  In Latin America and the Caribbean less than 12% of t cheir collected waste waters is treated.  This means that enormous amounts of raw sewage, together along with industrial effluents and run-off water s contaminate the ground and surface water sources needed for public water suppliesy.  It is estimated that a reduction in the incidence of certain bacteriological diseases of up to 80% could be achieved through effective water source protection from raw sewage.Up to an 80% reduction of the incidence of certain diseases could be achieved through effective source protection.





Even where most people have access to treated water, there is an ever present risk of outbreak of waterborne diseases or other human illnesses from direct ingestion of, or exposure to, contaminated water or the consumption of any foods so contaminated by water.  In Canada, mostly in small towns and villages, many “boil water” advisories are regularly issued over concerns about the microbiological safety of the water.  The threat from waterborne disease was highlighted in the Spring of 2000, when the spread of E.Coli bacteria in the drinking water supply of a small town resulted in several deaths and a large number of ill people.  








Disparity in water supply is also an issue.  Poor people are more likely to suffer from disparities in water supply.  They are less likely to be connected to regular sources of water supply and often are forced to purchase highly priced poor quality water from vendors.  The hHigh cost of water and lack of quality are generally responsible for the low level of personal hygiene and associated spread of communicable diseases,  and high prevalence of water related diseases.  Inequities are also visible between water supply coverage in urban and rural populations.  A recent global assessment carried out by WHO-PAHO-UNICEF indicates that in most developing countries the best-served rural dweller is much worse off than the worst-served urban dweller. 





Insufficient and ineffective management of surface and coastal waters also has important detrimental impacts on the potential for rivers and beaches to be used for bathing, swimming and other recreational activities. Not only does this cause This causes not only problems to public health, but it can also be responsible for the loss of revenue from tourism.





The environment were we live, work and learn, play and work





Hazards in the environment where we live, learn, play and work and play can also harm human health.  Indoor air can be contaminated with microbial and biological contaminants such as mold and fungi.  It can be contaminated by chemicals contained in products such as pesticides, cleaning products, paints, and environmental tobacco smoke as well as radiation such as radon.  Prolonged and unprotected exposure to UV radiation from the sun can adversely affect the health of children and adults. UV light in the outdoor environment where children and adults play and work can affect the skin, the eyes and the immune system.  











Population growth and urbanization creates a stress on the environment that, in turn, renders people more vulnerable.  Inadequate housing contributes to ill health through over-crowding, lack of sanitation, poor indoor air quality and constructional defects which makes habitations settlements disaster- prone.  Throughout the hemisphere, indigenous populations are more likely to suffer from poor housing conditions than others.  





Deforestation is an example of how environmental degradation can affects human health.  It contributes to spread of vector borne diseases such as dengue fever, yellow fever, and even malaria, by providing new breading sites for mosquitoes.  Deforestation also increases damages and losses during severe weather (e.g. hurricanes, flooding) natural disasters events through reduced land absorption of water and landslides.  The population of the Americas is constantly threatened by natural disasters such as earthquakes on the Pacific coast, hurricanes in the Caribbean, Central America and Atlantic coast of the United States, and volcanic activities, flooding, drought, and forest fires, to name only a few.   In 1998 Hurricane Mitch struck Central America affecting 2.3 million people and killingcausing the death of about approximately 10,000 people.  Economic losses were estimated to be about US$ 5 billion.  Although recognizing Whilethe intensity of the wind and precipitation during the event was the direct cause of the devastating losses, it is evident that much of the damage was indirectly and losses was due to  extensive deforestation..  





Chemicals in the environment





It has been estimated that there are some 80,000 chemicals in commerce in the region.  Relatively few of these have been fully tested for neurotoxicity although many have been on the market for many years.  About 1,000 to 2,000 new chemicals enter the market each year.  Chemicals find their way into human tissues through contaminated water, air, food and soil. Domestic, occupational and industrial uses are responsible for human exposure.  Yet, we know very little about the effect of low-level long-term exposure to those substances or how they interact with each other in our bodies.  This has more relevance for children who are more vulnerable and just starting a lifetime of exposure.  In the hemisphere, the problem of safe chemical use is also compounded by the poverty factor; the ability of countries to safely store toxic products, the capacity to ensure proper use through adequate training and protective equipment, and the literacy required to understand label instruction., are often lacking. 





Following the Earth Summit in 1992, many countries in the Americas have established multi-stakeholder committees to examine the production, use and disposal of chemicals in their countries and the institutional and legislative arrangements to manage chemicals in the environment.  These national profiles are intended to improve management practices through the development of action plans.  About half of the countries in the region that have completed national profiles have produced action plans to date.  Other important international milestones have been the Rotterdam Convention on the Prior Informed Consent Procedure for Certain Hazardous Chemicals and Pesticides in International Trade (mandating Prior Informed Consent relating to the export and import of hazardous chemicals) and conclusion of negotiations to reduce or eliminate 12 persistent organic pollutants (POPs) that pose a threat to human health and the environment.  A positive example of intergovernmental partnership has also been achieved recently at the Third Session of the Intergovernmental Forum on Chemical Safety held in Bahia, Brazil.  Governments, international organizations, industry, public interest groups, workers organizations and international science bodies restated their commitment to achieving the objectives set out in Chapter 19 of Agenda 21 and agreed to revised priorities for action over the next decade.  This successful model could be extended to other aspects of environmental management.  
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Considerations for Moving Forward





In 1995, Ministers responsible for Health, Environment and Development endorsed the Pan American Conference on Health and Environment in Sustainable Human Development in Washington lead to the endorsement of the “Pan American Charter on Health and Environment in Sustainable Human Development”.   by Ministers responsible for Health, Environment and Development.  The document outlines policies and principles to address environmental-health issues and sets orientation for the establishment of common priorities.  An The opportunity exists to build on this initiative, to collectively to promote closer ties between the environment and health sectors in order to move effectively as a step towards sustainable development. 





Questions for Ministers’ Considerations 





1.  The issue of urban air quality is one all governments of the hemisphere are struggling with.    What can we collectively do to better address clean air issues?  


Is the World Bank Clean Air Initiative a mechanism that can be supported and enhanced?





What are the other environmental health issues that we can coalesce around from an hemispheric perspective?





Given children’s particular vulnerabilities, should our common efforts to address environmental health issues place emphasis on children?





Effectively addressing environmental health issues will require a greater integration between sectors, the use of a broader spectrum of instruments (regulations, voluntary measures, economic instruments, technical and social innovations) and close partnership with all relevant stakeholders.  How should civil society be better engaged on environmental health issues?





How can international financial institutions, development agencies and multilateral organizations help us address environmental health issues in the region? 





Given the areas identified in existence of the Pan American Charter on Health and Environment in Sustainable Development, how is it time for should we engage our health counterparts in addressing environmental health issues?





Can we identify priority environment and health problems that we should begin addressing immediately?Environment Ministers to engage actively with their Health counterparts?
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Facts and Figures





The population of the Region is about 825 million habitants or close to 14% of the World’s population.  The population has grown by a quarter since 1980�.  In the Americas 76 million children are under 5 years of age and 98 million are under 14 years�.


By 2015, over 90% of the population in Argentina, Bahamas, Uruguay and Venezuela will live in cities.  Sao Paulo will be home to over 20 million habitants, slightly more than Mexico City.�


By the end of the 1990s, the Latin American and Caribbean region dedicated 7.3% of its gross domestic product to financing health services.  This represents annual expenditures of approximately US$114 billion.�


Experts now believe that the single largest cause of death for children globally - estimated to be nearly 5 million a year - is from acute respiratory diseases that arise from or are exacerbated by constant exposure to highly polluted indoor and outdoor air (airborne particulates, sulfur dioxide, ozone).�


In Latin America, one estimate suggests that over two million children suffer from chronic cough as a result of urban air pollution and that air pollution causes an excess of 24,300 deaths a year.  Another estimate suggest that some 65 million person days of worker’s activities are lost to respiratory-related problems caused by air pollution.�


In Sao Paulo, Brazil, it was observed that an increase of 10�symbol 109 \f "Symbol" \s 12�m�g/m3  of particulate matter in the air coincided with an increase of 1.3% in the deaths of people over 65 years old.  Measurements of the 24 hour average of particulate matters suspended in the air revealed concentrations several times higher than the recommended value of 150�symbol 109 \f "Symbol" \s 12�m�g/m3.  In la Paz, Bolivia, the concentration was 390�symbol 109 \f "Symbol" \s 12�m�g/m3 , in Cubatao, Brazil, it was 443�symbol 109 \f "Symbol" \s 12�m�g/m3 and in San Jose, Costa Rica, it was 339�symbol 109 \f "Symbol" \s 12�m�g/m3.�


Exposure to toxic substances between the third and ninth week of pregnancy can lead to severe malformations of the fetal organs, which at this stage have begun to develop.  At least 3% of babies are born with birth defects, 10% to 15% of which are caused by exposure to environmental factors such as chemicals, radiation, viruses, and drugs.�


In California, most pesticide poisoning incidents are in the home and garden and some 12, 000-17,000 people are poisoned at home each year, at least half of whom are children under six years of age.�


In Guatemala, residues of pesticides in breast milk were found to be 250 times the maximum concentration permitted for cow milk.�


In the Americas, millions of children live in areas with high levels of environmental contaminants.  Between 20,- 000 and 30,000 children live on garbage dumps and 11 million children are part of the workforce in the hemisphere, frequently exposed to unhealthy environments on the streets, in industries and in mines.


In 1996, Latin America and the Caribbean registered 1,049 outbreaks of food-borne diseases, causing 35,700 victims of which 95 fatal.�


It has been estimated that exposure to pollutants is 60 times greater in indoor environments in the rural areas of the South than in urban areas in the North.  In many Latin American countries, girls and women tend the fires and do the cooking, inhaling larger concentrations of pollutants over longer periods of time than men.  The prevalence of chronic bronchitis has been found to be doubled in those chronically exposed to biomass fuels.�


Cryptosporidium parvum is the leading cause of waterborne outbreaks of gastrointestinal illness in Canada.  During the past decade 6 outbreaks of cryptosporidium have been reported.
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