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Secondhand smoke and the effects on children

This weekend as I was getting my son out of the car at Wal-Mart, I looked over at the car beside me and noticed a woman smoking a cigarette with all the windows rolled up in her vehicle and her infant asleep in the backseat. This incident got me to thinking; I know most people know the negative effects that smoking can have on their own health, including an increased risk of heart attacks and lung cancer, but I wonder if they understand the effects of second hand smoke on their children. 

Fortunately, I think most mothers understand the negative effects that smoking while they are pregnant can have on their unborn baby. These effects can include having a baby that is underweight and/or abnormal lung function. Mothers who smoke are also more likely to have a premature baby and according to the American Academy of Pediatrics, 'long-term cognitive and behavioral problems including lower intelligence and attention deficit disorder with or without hyperactivity.' Infants who are exposed to a caregiver that smokes, or a mother that smoked while she was pregnant, are up to 4 times more likely to die of Sudden Infant Death Syndrome (SIDS). 

Although some mothers may stop smoking during pregnancy, many of them do start smoking again after their baby is born. This postnatal exposure to smoke by their children is also harmful. Second hand smoke is among the most common and harmful environmental exposures of children. Nearly 40% of US children are exposed to second hand smoke.
Being exposed to someone that smokes, even if they smoke outside the home, is thought to increase a child's chance of having ear infections, allergies, asthma, wheezing, pneumonia and frequent upper respiratory tract infections. Smoke can also trigger asthma attacks in many children and they are often worse than in children who aren't exposed to someone that smokes.  Here are few statistics

· Secondhand smoke exposure causes buildup of fluid in the middle ear, resulting in 790,000 physician office visits. Middle ear infections are the most common cause of childhood operations and of childhood hearing loss.
· In children, exposure to secondhand smoke exacerbates 400,000-1,000,000 cases of asthma in the United States. New evidence suggests that secondhand smoke is a risk factor for induction of new cases of asthma among children and adolescents. 
· Exposure to secondhand smoke causes 150,000 to 300,000 acute lower respiratory tract infections (pneumonia and bronchitis) annually in children 18 months and younger; these infections result in 7,500 to 15,000 hospitalizations each year. 
So improve your own and your child's health by getting some help to kick the habit. If you need another reason, remember that kids of a parent that smokes are more likely to start smoking themselves when they get older. Do you want your kids to have an increased risk of lung cancer or heart attacks because they learned to smoke from you? 

Here are a few resources to help protect children from tobacco and to help adults quit 

· Secondhand Smoke Reduction
California EPA’s Office of Environmental Health Hazard Assessment (OEHHA) OEHHA’s overall mission is to protect and enhance public health and the environment by scientific evaluation of risks posed by hazardous substances.

· Secondhand Tobacco Smoke & Children's Health (PDF)
· El humo de tabaco de segunda mano y la salud de los ninos (PDF)
· U.S. Environmental Protection Agency Smoke-Free Homes
This site offers a wealth of information on the health effects of secondhand smoke on children and helps families establish a smoke-free home.

· Helping Smokers to Quit
1-800-QUIT-NOW is the toll-free national telephone counseling service to help people stop smoking or quit other forms of tobacco use.

· Become an EX
This free Quit Plan sponsored by the American Legacy Foundation utilizes a systematic program to help prepare a customized quitting plan for each person. 

If you can't quit, at least don't smoke inside your home or your car or other places that your children will be directly exposed to the smoke. Remember that this doesn't totally protect your children from the effects of second hand smoke. If you would like more information, contact Smart Start of Wilkes at 838-0977. All Smart Start Hints can be found at www.wilkessmartstart.com/parents
Sources
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