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BP Oil Spill: Keeping Kids Safe!   

Kit Lee, MPH, Senior Associate  

T he BP Gulf Coast Oil Spill was a 
national disaster that affected 

the coastal populations of four states. 
Healthy Schools Network, primed by our 
experience helping parents get child-
safe remediations of schools after the 
September 11th attacks (Schools of 
Ground Zero: Early Lessons Learned 
in Children’s Environmental Health, 
2002), began tracking public health 
advisories from federal and state agencies. 
We were also aided by our Gulf Coast Volunteer Nancy Swan, 
who culled clips of children in oily waters and other news. What we 
found: children were at risk and only one of 16 public health websites 
had an advisory that mentioned at least one symptom of oil or 
benzene exposure in children. Thus, we issued our own, built from 
existing advisories and a workshop hosted by the National Academy 
of Sciences, then brought the lack of child-health-specific information 
to the attention of HHS, CDC, and EPA. Stay tuned! 

Playgrounds and Toxic Threats Guide 
Kit Lee, MPH, Senior Associate  

The Playgrounds and Toxic Threats 
Guide was updated this summer to 

add new information on toxics. Beyond 
CCA (arsenic) treated wood and lead 
paint, the guide addresses synthetic 
“toxic” turf and carcinogens in play 
sand. The guide offers tips for school 
leaders and parents, new resources, 
and a new tip sheet on how to organize 
for action on playground hazards.

Mining Data:  
Agencies Ignore Children, 
Help Adults  
Maliha Chagtai, BA, Research Associate

Nationwide, children outnumber 
adults in schools by eight to one. 

Healthy Schools Network recently received 
information on public health complaints 
filed with the National Institutes of 
Occupational Safety and Health (NIOSH). 
NIOSH conducts health hazard evaluations 
of workplaces like schools, but is not 
authorized to consider impacts on the 
most numerous and most vulnerable 
occupants– children. Reviewing 23 
school onsite evaluations conducted by 
NIOSH after adults reported chemical 
pneumonias, chest tightness, sores, 
migraines, dizziness, and asthma, we 
found no information on the health of over 
20,000 children enrolled in those schools. 

         Neighborhood and school playgrounds 

are places that kids play, get fit and make 

friends. We expect playgrounds to be safe 

and clean environments for children to play 

in. However, too many playgrounds across 

America have unsafe play equipment and 

are not well-maintained. Some may pose 

environmental health hazards such as the 

ones discussed in this guide. 

          Children are more vulnerable to envi-

ronmental health hazards because their 

bodies are still growing. Proportionally, they 

eat, drink, and breathe more per pound of 

body weight than adults. Children like to 

explore, which can expose them to more 

environmental threats than adults. But, 

they also do not know how to identify and 

protect themselves from these hazards.  
Children should be supervised at playgrounds 
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1) It is important that the playground equip-

ment is age appropriate. Consider the size 

and difficulty of certain playground equip-

ment.  Young children have different physical 

abilities than older children and should not 

be playing on equipment that is meant for 

older children. 

 
2) Look at the surfacing in the playground.  

The  surface should break falls. Loose-fill or 

synthetic material such as wood chips is  

preferred.  

3) Playgrounds should always be supervised.  

Children should not be permitted to play on 

the equipment without an adult  to monitor 

their activities.   

 
4) Take a visual survey of the play-

ground and look at how well main-

tained it is.  Look to see if there is 

any broken equipment, how close 

the playground is to traffic, if there 

is any trash on the premises, and for 

toxic threats described in this guide.  

There are four main things to consider when measuring how safe a playground is: 
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Tips for Keeping Kids Safe 

Children’s Exposures and Health Effects 

BP Oil Spill: Keeping Kids Safe! 

A message for communities, schools, parents, teachers, and child/youth organizations: 

Children are NOT immune to the effects of the oil catastrophe and its pollutants. In fact, children are more likely to have serious 

health problems from crude oil spills than the adults around them. Children breathe more air per pound of body weight, and they 

can absorb more through their skin than adults. Older children and young adults are also susceptible to oil spill toxins and are more 

likely to ignore health advisories and regulations about beach closings or decontamination. Parents and other adults should be alert 

to children who live, learn, and play near contaminated areas who have new or worsening health symptoms, and have them evalu-

ated by a doctor or health clinic for possible exposures. 
The air: Crude oil contains very toxic chemicals 

that evaporate into the air and blow across land and 

water. You can smell them. Inhaling crude oil 

fumes can cause difficulty breathing, headaches, 

dizziness, nausea and confusion. Even a brief expo-

sure can cause problems for kids and adults with 

asthma or other breathing problems. Direct contact: Children may come into direct 

contact with crude oil contaminants in the form of 

“weathered” oil or “mousse” and tar balls on the 

beach or in the water. They can irritate and damage 

skin.  Children also very quickly and easily absorb 

toxins through their skin. Some may swallow crude 

oil residues or oil slick by accident  playing in the 

sand or water, or transfer toxins from their hands to 

the foods they eat.  

Children should NOT be on clean-up crews; pregnant women should not be on clean-up 

crews without carefully discussing this with their health provider. 

Parents on clean-up crews should leave the toxics at work; they should not bring oily clothes 

or shoes into the house. If your child has played on a beach with tar balls or gone swimming in oily water, clean 

skin thoroughly with plain soap and  water. Do not use gasoline or turpentine.  Do not use 

closed or fouled beaches. Follow public health advisories. 

If your child has  new or worsening health symptoms such as nausea, headaches, or dizzi-

ness, go to a health care clinic or doctor. Make sure they shower with soap and water and 

change into clean clothes. Remain indoors in air-conditioned rooms and stay away from 

contaminated beaches.  

Increase in breath-ing problems or asthma attacks  
Headaches and dizzi-ness, confusion, nau-sea, vomiting  

Skin irritation and rashes  
 

*If your child/student has 
these symptoms, make sure you reach a health clinic or doctor.* from The Institute of Medicine 

workshop: “Assessing the Human 
Health Effects of the Gulf of Mexico Oil Spill”   

Symptoms of recent oil and fume exposure in children  

***Staying away is the best way to keep you and your children from getting sick. Avoid exposure to air, water, 

mist, dust, sand and anything else that may be contaminated with crude oil.*** 

The Measure of Children

Find both guides at www.HealthySchools.org  
or call us at 518-462-0632. 
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A:  NYS Office of General Services 
report March 2010.  

“…Our experience from over three years of 
implementing the legislation that requires all 
schools… to use… “green” cleaning products, 
is that they currently do not cost more than 
traditional cleaning products… Anecdotal 
evidence has shown that green cleaning 
products cost the same or less, and they work 
as effectively, as their traditional counterparts…” 
https://greencleaning.ny.gov/Docs/GCSurvey 
FinalReport072707Revised030910.pdf. 
Encourage change. Take a free green cleaning 
poster to your next school community meeting. 
Find it and other “industry-free” information: 
www.CleaningforHealthySchools.org. 
And thanks to the Children’s Environmental 
Health Network which tapped this valuable 
resource in its recent EPA project to train child-
care center leaders in the DC metro area. 

O ver 1,000 strong nationwide, the national 
Coalition has realized big wins for children 

where they learn and play, but more needs to be done 
to fill the gaps outlined in its collaborative report Sick 
Schools 2009:  

• �The federal executive order on risks to children’s 
health (13045) was restored, which directs agencies 
to address this environmental health priority. 

• �The President convened an inter agency task force on 
risks to children’s health, co-chaired by EPA and HHS. 

• �EPA continued work on air toxics monitoring at 
school and first-ever federal guidelines on environ-
mental health in schools.    

Revisiting key agencies in spring and summer 2010, 
Coalition leaders had a very successful series of meet-
ings that began with EPA Administrator Lisa Jackson, 
and then with CDC’s National Center for Environmen-
tal Health Director, Chris Portier, PhD, on the role 
for CDC and opportunities for elevating environmental 
public health for children. In September, Barnett and 

Bill Orr of the Collaborative for High Performance 
Schools attended Education’s  Summit on Sustain-
ability, which opened new doors to opportunities for 
that agency.   

Please thank the leaders who attended these 
meetings, including: Amy Garcia, RN, MSN and 
Shirley Schantz, RN, EdD, National Association of 
School Nurses; Vernice Miller-Travis; Robert Amler, 
MD, New York Medical College; Jerome Paulson, MD, 
Mid-Atlantic Pediatric Environmental Health Specialty 
Unit at GWU; Susan Wooley, PhD, CHES, American 
School Health Association; Jennie Young, NEA 
Health Information Network; Joyce Martin, JD, and 
Laura Abulafia, American Association on Intellectual 
and Developmental Disabilities; Diane Ethier, CT 
Foundation for Environmentally Safe Schools; John 
Shaw, Next Wave; Veronika Carella and Pamela 
Wallentiny, Maryland Children’s Environmental Health 
Coalition; Hal Levin, Building Ecology Research 
Group; Kathy Curtis, CLEAN NY; as well as a score 
more who worked to shape each agenda.

Children First: Coalition Leaders Press Federal Agencies 

(Answer to question on front cover)

National Coalition for Healthier Schools
…providing the platform and the forum for environmental health at school… (adopted 2004) 

National Coalition Report  
Sick Schools 2009 Cited 

HEAVY METAL HIGH SCHOOL: As evidence mounts of health 
hazards…, parents are increasingly frustrated by the difficulty in 
keeping their kids’ learning environments safe. By Lester Feder, 
9/30/10. Read the entire story at www.HealthySchools.org

Healthy Schools Network Board of Directors: 
John Shaw, President, Albany, NY; Bea Barraza, Vice President, 
San Diego, CA; Vernice Miller-Travis, Secretary, Bowie, Maryland; 
Tom Anapolis, Treasurer, Latham, NY; David Carpenter, MD, 
Albany, NY; Kenneth Olden, PhD, NY, NY; Robert Amler, MD, 
Valhalla, NY; Neal Tepel, NY, NY; Shirley Schantz, RN, EdD, 
Silver Spring, MD; Carolyn Smith-Evans, Salem, OR; Joellen 
Lawson, Newton, CT. And a fond farewell to a great friend and 
colleague, Ramona Trovato, who has returned to full-time 
service at US EPA.



4 • Healthy Schools Network 2010

EPA Monitors Toxics  
Outside Schools:  
No indoor toxics  
or health monitoring set 
Christine Dobbins, BA, Research Associate

EPA has completed 
data collection on air 

toxics outside 66 schools; 
interpretations of risk are 
posted for only seven. EPA is 
proposing more monitoring 
at over 20 schools. To date, 
the agencies lack child-safe 

risk levels for outdoor air and 
have not committed to tracking 
the pollutants indoors, as 
EPA’s advisory work group 
recommended in January 2010.  
However, EPA plans to increase 
community monitoring. See 
www.epa/gov/schoolair. 

We are honored that US EPA has chosen 
to renew our four-year cooperative agree-
ment for National Healthy Schools Day, 
which is a time to celebrate, promote, and 
urge healthy and green school environ-
ments for all children and staff. 

Learn more about what you can do 
to promote school Indoor Air Quality 
(IAQ). Visit www.NationalHealthy 
SchoolsDay.org.

IAQ Tip – Reduce Toxics; Save Money: 

•  �use certified green cleaning products 

•  �reduce/eliminate pesticides through 
minor repairs and natural controls 

•  �ban room deodorizers, sprays, and  
para-dichloro-benzene cake deodorizers

•  �eliminate elemental mercury

•  �renovate with low toxicity paints  
and finishes

New York Program News:

Celebrating Four Reforms in 2010! 

We thank Governor Paterson for signing into 
law several bills. We thank M/A Englebright 
and Senator Foley for the bill banning 
outdoor pesticides at schools; we thank M/A 
Sweeney and Hayes and Senator Thompson 
for a bill reducing fees on hazardous waste 
disposals for schools; and we thank M/A 
Englebright and Senator Thompson and 
colleagues at Just Green Partnership for a 
bill banning bisphenol A (BPA) in child- care 
products. And we congratulate the NYC 
Dept. of Education for requiring schools to 
use green cleaning products.  

Our Testimony on PCBs 

We gave invited testimony at a New York 
City Council Environment Committee hearing 
on Indoor Air, urging the council to address 
all PCB-containing materials in buildings, 
not just caulk in schools. Similar comments 
were filed with US EPA in the summer. The 
first study on PCBs in schools indicates that 
lighting ballasts are large contributors to 
PCBs in indoor air. 

www.HealthySchools.org  •  www.NationalHealthySchoolsDay.org  •  www.CleaningforHealthySchools.org
518-462-0632  •  202-543-7555

National Healthy Schools Day 
Mollie Coleman, BA, National Coordinator 

Start Today:  
Celebrate  

in April 2011!

Highlight your successes on National Healthy Schools Day!

We are deeply grateful to our generous supporters—
individuals, organizations, and foundations— 
whose gifts allow us to advance root reforms and 
services for the benefit of all children. Please give an 
end-of-the-year gift now so we can meet the challenges 
of 2011. Donate online at www.HealthySchools.org


