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Kids face health challenges 

o Children today face 

health challenges that 

cannot be fully 

explained by changes 

in lifestyle, etc. 

o The question of 
an environmental 
component has 
been raised and 
investigated by 
several 
researchers. 



Children’s Health Harms on the Rise, 1975 - 2011 



Kids face health challenges 

• 17% increase in the number of children with developmental 

disabilities in the past 15 years. 400,000 to 600,000 of the 4 million 
children born each year are affected. 

 

• Autism rates have increased dramatically in the last 15 years, up 

more than 250% for boys and over 375% for girls since 1997.  
 

• National Cancer Institute data show that overall, incidence of 

childhood cancer is up 25% since 1975. Leukemia and childhood 

brain tumors have risen even more over this period - 40% and 
50%, respectively.  

 

• More than 7 million U.S. children are now affected by asthma, up 

from an estimated 2 million in 1980.  
 



ADHD increased average of 3% per year, 1997-2008 



Autism prevalence has jumped in past decade  



Increased incidence of cancer  



Increased prevalence of obesity, ages 2-19 
Many of the health challenges facing childr en 
today have strong genetic and/or behavioral 
components. The rise in childhood obesity, for 
example, in part reflects the increasingly sed-
entary habits of many U.S. children.* But it’s 
becoming increasingly clear that personal lifestyle 
choices do not tell the whole stor y.

The speed and scope of the society-wide rise in 
childhood health problems suggest a complex 
interaction of genetic, behavioral and envir on-
mental variables. Researchers are beginning to 
tease apart these interactions to more fully under-
stand how exposure to environmental contami-
nants are involved. 

We examine here the rapidly emerging science 
exploring how pesticides may contribute to the 
recent rise in childhood obesity, diabetes and 
asthma. Additional studies are included and 
described in Appendix A.

Childhood obesity, diabetes & disrupted 
metabolism 
The recent dramatic rise in childhood obesity 
in the U.S. has the focused attention of health 
specialists and the public. The number of clini -
cally obese children has more than tripled in the 
past 30 years, with obese children ages six to 11 
jumping from seven percent of the total in 1980 
to nearly 20 percent in 2008. The percentage of 
obese adolescents (12–19 years old) increased 
from five to 18 percent over the same period (see 
Figure 6).93, †

Obesity is closely linked to childhood diabetes, which is also 
on the rise. According to the National Institutes of Health, 
about 215,000 Americans under the age of 20 had diabetes in 
2010—up from roughly 123,000 in 1990. 94 95

In addition to increasing related health risks, both obesity and 
diabetes can have a negative effect on quality of life in terms 
of ability to engage in physical activities, societal acceptance 
and self-image. 

The Science
So much new science exists around the links between obesity 
and environmental contaminants that a new term, “obesogen” 
(like carcinogen) has emerged in the literatur e.‡ Findings 
increasingly suggest that exposures to pesticides and other 
chemicals play a role by altering developmental programming 
in ways that raise the likelihood of obesity and r elated meta-
bolic effects such as diabetes. 96 

In 2002, Baillie-Hamilton reviewed data suggesting that the 
obesity epidemic coincided with the mar ked increase in usage 
of industrial chemicals, including pesticides, o ver the past 40 
years (see Figure 7). The author suggested that pesticides and 
other industrial chemicals potentially cause weight gain by 
affecting the hormones that control weight, altering sensitivity 

(Environmental Health Perspectives,

Emerging Science 
Obesity, diabetes & asthma

Chemicals that disrupt hormone messages have the power to rob us of rich possibilities that 
have been the legacy of our species and, indeed, the essence of our humanity. — eo Colburn
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Asthma prevalence in the U.S., 2001-2009  



Pesticides contribute to             

childhood health harms 

 

Particularly 

compelling data: 
 

o Brain & nervous 

system. 

 

o Certain childhood 

cancers. 

 

 
 



Prenatal exposure to 

organophosphate 

pesticides: 

o Children more likely to 

have developmental 

disorders-- including 

autism-- by age 3. 

o Children more likely to 

have increased 

attention problems 
and ADHD by age 5.  

 

 

Pesticides linked to ADHD, autism 



Pesticides linked to changes in 

brain structure 

Children exposed to the 

insecticide chlorpyrifos in 

the womb showed 

differences in MRI images 

of the brain. 

Areas of the brain related 

to attention, language, 

emotions and control 

were all affected. 



Kids are exposed to pesticides 

where they live, learn & play 

Environments we’d like to 

consider “safe” — from 

the womb to the 

classroom to the kitchen 

table — often bring 

children into contact with 

harmful pesticides.  



Kids are exposed to pesticides 

where they live, learn & play 

Relative to their size, kids 

eat, breathe and drink 

much more than adults.  



Kids are exposed to pesticides 

where they live, learn & play 

Interference from 

pesticides and other 

chemicals at critical 

moments of development 

— even at low levels — 

can derail the process, 

leading to effects that can 

last a lifetime. 



Guarantee a solid start for kids 

  How? 

• Individual 

choices help. 

• We need local & 

national policy 

change. 



Key steps to reduce kids’ 

exposure to pesticides 

Stronger tools for policymakers 

for swift action to pull existing 

pesticides off the market and 

block new pesticides when 

independent science 

suggests harm to children. 

 

Ending harmful pesticide use 

in homes, daycare centers 

and schools. 



Key steps to reduce kids’ 

exposure to pesticides 

Establish pesticide-free zones around schools, 

daycare centers, and neighborhoods in agricultural 

areas to protect children from harmful exposures. 



Key steps to reduce kids’ 

exposure to pesticides 

Increase investment 

and support for 

innovative farmers 

who are stepping off 

the pesticide 

treadmill. 



Join PAN’s Healthy Kids campaign! 

o Healthy Kids Campaign:www.panna.org/current-

campaigns/kids-health 

o Join the PAN community to take action:  

o www.panna.org/join 
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