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                                                     For Immediate Release:

Contacts: 

                                                     Monday, August 23, 2004

See information below

                            National Media Statements on 

                      Back To School Checklist and

                      Federal School Renovation and 

                       Remediation Funds
Beyond Pesticides

“Many people assume that schools are environmentally safe places for children to learn. Yet, it often takes a pesticide poisoning, repeated illnesses or a strong advocate to alert a school district to the adverse health effects of pesticides and the viability of safer pest management strategies. Schools that have chosen to adopt such strategies, such as an Integrated Pest Management (IPM) program, use alternatives to the prevailing chemical-intensive practices because of the health risk such practices pose to children and other school users. IPM is an approach that has been implemented in communities, schools, and government facilities for decades. The tools and experience to control school pests without using hazardous chemicals are available nationwide and have proven to be effective and economical." Kagan Owens, Program Director, 202-543-5450.
Center for Health, Environment & Justice

“Every parent, student, teacher and community has a right to know the environmental health effects of their school practices.  Poor indoor air quality, exposure to chemicals in pesticides, cleaning supplies, and contaminated school grounds will negatively impact the school community’s health for years to come.  It is our responsibility to explore the long-standing harmful habits of school operations and replace them with preventative and precautionary methods.  Schools should take the lead on redefining practices to embrace the precautionary approach, shifting the questions we ask about environmental hazards from what level of harm is acceptable to how can we prevent harm?” Lois Marie Gibbs, Executive Director, Center for Health, Environment & Justice, Falls Church, VA, 703-627-9483 (Cell)
Children’s Health Environmental Coalition

“We cannot underestimate the importance of addressing the environmental health issues outlined in the Back to School Environmental Checklist. Every parent must act as an advocate for their child to ensure that their school environment is a truly healthy one."  Elizabeth Sword, Executive Director, 609-252-1915.

Coalition for Healthier Schools/Healthy Schools Network, Inc.

“There is nothing more basic than restoring fresh air and sunshine to our schools.  We have a moral obligation to protect and promote the health of children.  Clear and convincing research shows that improving indoor environments, siting, design, and using nontoxic products for instruction and for maintenance, and having safe outdoor activity areas will all contribute to improving child health and public education, and to creating healthier communities.  For every child with asthma, with learning problems, with serious illness or disability, the facility environment truly matters. While some hazards are easily prevented, we must have the federal and state commitments and the support to design, to build, and to maintain schools as healthy and high performance community facilities. A healthy school is essential to having a healthy child and a healthy community. Claire L. Barnett, Executive Director, 212-482-0204.

Institute for Children’s Environmental Health

“Having a healthy school environment is imperative in order for all children to reach their fullest potential. If a child's ability to learn, pay attention and interact with peers and teachers is undermined by harmful environmental exposures, we are not only doing a disservice to the next generation, but to society overall. BE SAFE and the national Coalition for Healthy Schools offer excellent recommendations for creating healthier school environments—let's implement them!” Elise Miller, M.Ed., Executive Director, 360-331-7904.
Learning Disability Association

“Everyday we are unwittingly exposed to more and more harmful substances that adversely impact our health.  We all want to believe our children are safe when we send them off to school, and the Back to School Environmental Checklist gives parents an easy-to-use tool to assure that happens.  Exposure to mold, exhaust fumes, toxic cleaning substances, and dangerous pesticides place our children, and teachers, at risk of myriad illnesses including developmental problems.  Our kids deserve the safest possible environment in which to learn and grow.  Implementing this Environmental Checklist is a great way to start the school year by drawing the attention of school administrators and the community to the need for vigilance in protecting our children.” Kathy Lawson, Healthy Children Project Coordinator - Learning Disabilities Association of America, 412.341.1515 X 208.
National PTA

"National PTA believes that safe and healthy public schools are crucial to the success of our children.  Key to protecting our children is parent involvement and increased funding for school construction and renovation to repair hazardous conditions.  National PTA urges the use of this environmental checklist that provides parents with an opportunity to identify hazardous conditions, and we will continue working to unite parents, teachers, school administrators, students, and community leaders to make sure that every child receives a quality education in facilities that are safe." Linda Hodge, 312.670.6782
California Safe Schools
California Safe Schools is proud to support the BE SAFE Platform & Back to School Environmental Checklist.  As scientists continue to find links between individual genes and diseases, they are also discovering that particular substances in the environment can "turn off" or "turn on" these genes. Eliminating environmental toxins in our schools is key to preventing harm. That’s why in 1999 California Safe Schools worked with Los Angeles Unified School District (2nd largest school district in USA) to create the most stringent pesticide policy in the nation for schools. The policy was the first in the United States to embrace the Precautionary Principle and includes Parents Right to Know. The policy has become a model for school districts and communities throughout the nation. " Robina Suwol, Executive Director 818-785-5515 
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MEDIA ADVISORY

FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE

Friday, August 20, 2004

CONTACT:
Carin Skoog, National Environmental Trust



Phone: 651-645-2433 



Janelle Sorensen, BE SAFE MN 



Phone: 612-722-5355

New Tool Will Help Parents and Schools Create Healthier Environments for Children

Back to School Environmental Checklist Helps Evaluate Conditions, Prevent Hazards and Create Healthy Schools with Precautionary Action
WHAT: BE SAFE Back to School Healthy School Tour including:

· Guided school tour highlighting simple steps schools can take to provide healthier environments

· Educational tables highlighting local resources and information regarding children’s health issues and school environments

· Speakers introducing health issues pertaining to school environments

· Children’s activities

WHY:
Despite local legislation and recommendations to reduce toxic threats to children’s health, many schools still use toxic chemicals for pest management and sanitation.  Poor indoor air quality and toxic exposure can lead to hyperactivity, asthma, learning disabilities and other chronic diseases.

WHO:
Janelle Sorensen, BE SAFE MN - Introduce the Checklist and campaign


Christine Ziebold, MD, PhD, MPH – Introduce children’s environmental health

Diana McKeown, Parent and children’s health advocate – Concerns with school environments
Sarah Sivright, M.Ed, School Director – The Checklist in action

WHEN: Monday, August 23, 2004, 9:00-11:00am (media tour by arrangement)


WHERE: Dodge Nature Preschool, 1715 Charlton Street, West St. Paul, MN 55118

Directions from Downtown St. Paul – Take Kellogg Blvd W, Turn Right on Wabasha St. S, Bear Left on Concord St, Turn Right on Robert St. S, Continue on Robert St/S Robert St/Signal Hills Ctr, Turn Right on Wentworth Ave, Turn Left on Charlton St., Turn Left at 1715 Charlton St.

Directions from Downtown Minneapolis – Take Washington Ave S which becomes Cedar Ave S, Turn Left to take I94East/US-12East, Continue on I94East, Take US52 South (Exit #242D), Take the Thompson Ave/Wentworth Ave Exit, Continue on Waterloo Ave, Turn Right on Wentworth Ave E, Turn Left on Charlton, Turn Left at 1715 Charlton.
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NEWS RELEASE





                                                 
For Immediate Release:                                                           Contact:  Janelle Sorensen

Monday, August 23, 2004
                                                                BE SAFE MN Coordinator            

                                                                                                                612-722-5355
Millions of Children Will Return to Unsafe Schools 

BE SAFE MN Releases Back To School Environmental Checklist To Help Parents and Schools Evaluate Conditions, Prevent Hazards and Create Healthy Schools.
St. Paul/MN-    A broad coalition of educational, environmental, health and civic organizations released a Back to School Environmental Checklist today at Dodge Nature Preschool in West St. Paul and across the country. The Checklist is designed to help parents, students and teachers evaluate environmental problems in their school, such as polluted indoor air and toxic pesticide use. This new tool also provides resources to develop a precautionary action plan to prevent environmental hazards, protect children’s health, and improve school safety. The coalition called upon the Bush Administration and Congress to reform and to fund school facilities so that every child and every school employee—20% of the American population—has a healthy, hazard-free, and energy-efficient workplace.

Each school day, some 53 million students and five million staff attend our nation’s schools. According to the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, half of this population may be exposed to unhealthy conditions: polluted indoor air, exposures to lead, asbestos, chemical fumes, pesticides, molds and other toxins, overcrowding and lack of sanitation. Many parents, teachers and health experts are worried about the growing trend of childhood diseases, such as asthma, learning disabilities, and cancer. Studies show chemical exposures and decayed school environments can contribute to illness and disease, as well as absenteeism.   

“Everyday we are unwittingly exposed to more and more harmful substances that adversely impact our health.  We all want to believe our children are safe when we send them off to school, and the Back to School Environmental Checklist gives parents an easy-to-use tool to assure that happens,” said Kathy Lawson of the Learning Disabilities Association of America. “Our kids deserve the safest possible environment in which to learn and grow.  Implementing this Environmental Checklist is a great way to start the school year by drawing the attention of school administrators and the community to the need for vigilance in protecting our children.” 
Here in Minnesota, the School Pesticide Right-to-Know Act of 2000 requires schools to notify parents and employees about pesticide applications upon request. Both the Minnesota Department of Health and Minnesota Department of Agriculture recommend schools use Integrated Pest Management to reduce toxic threats to children. Yet, many schools still use toxic chemicals as a first recourse for pest management and don’t warn parents or employees in advance. Likewise, in May of 2002 the Minnesota State Legislature passed legislation to reduce unnecessary school bus idling in an effort to protect children from dangerous diesel fumes, yet many schools still allow this harmful practice.

“Minnesota is moving in the right direction to protect children from health threats common in school environments, but schools need help implementing legislation and recommendations at the local level,” stated Janelle Sorensen, BE SAFE MN Coordinator. “The Back to School Environmental Checklist highlights local initiatives and gives parents and schools the tools to create a healthy school environment.”

National BE SAFE partners called on the Bush Administration and Members of Congress to allocate federal funds for states to conduct school health and safety repairs and renovations, and to fund the Healthy High Performance School Act in “No Child Left Behind” at a minimum of $25 million a year. This annual Department of Education appropriation would activate a grant program to help states show schools how to design and engineer healthier and more energy efficient facilities. 
One year ago, the US Senate defeated an education budget amendment to renew a $1 billion appropriation to the states for school repairs. According to the National Center on Education Statistics and the National Education Association, the nation’s 95,000 public schools need over $250 billion for construction and urgent repairs; the US Department of Energy has estimated schools could save $1.5 billion with more up-to-date heating, ventilating, and lighting systems.  
The Checklist shows how communities and schools can heed early warning signs and prevent toxic exposures by taking a precautionary approach.  Based on the “first do no harm” approach of medicine, the precautionary approach shifts the questions we ask about environmental hazards from “what level of harm is acceptable” to “how can we prevent harm?”  The Checklist will help communities to create a healthy school environment through a “better safe than sorry” precautionary approach to prevent exposures and to adopt healthier practices.  It is more than saying “no” to hazards, it is also saying “yes” to better, proactive, protective practices. 

National, state and local groups are holding media events, meetings and school tours to release the 2004 Checklist (view calendar of events at www.besafenet.com/schools.htm). The Checklist was developed jointly by BE SAFE Network and Coalition for Healthier Schools (CHS), including Preventing Harm MN, Center for Health, Environment & Justice (CHEJ), Healthy Schools Network, National PTA, Children’s Health Environmental Coalition, Learning Disability Association, Beyond Pesticides and others.

The BE SAFE Network is gathering thousands of endorsements for the BE SAFE Precautionary Platform to present to the newly elected President in 2005 (www.besafenet.com). The Coalition for Healthier Schools, which provides a forum for school environmental health, is gathering hundreds of organizational endorsements for its national Position Statement 2004 outlining national, state and local policies needed to promote healthier schools  and to protect children and staff from harm (www.healthyschools.org). 
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SAMPLE LETTER TO THE EDITOR – 

Check with your paper about word length it’s generally very short.

Dear Editor:

Throughout (state) and all across the nation, children are regularly exposed to environmental hazards, which can cause debilitating childhood diseases and learning disabilities.  This exposure to environmental toxins occurs in the place many of us thought our children were the safest—school. Increasing numbers of children in America are afflicted with asthma, childhood cancers, learning disabilities, and hyperactive disorders.  

Today, the BE SAFE Network, The Coalition for Healthier Schools, and over thirty (?) state groups, collectively representing millions of parents, teachers, and concerned citizens, released the 2004 Back to School Environmental Checklist to raise awareness about environmental health hazards posed by many school operations. The checklist is a comprehensive tool parents and educators should use to evaluate their school environments.  All too often people are not aware that human health can be greatly compromised due to poor air quality, mold exposure, toxic cleaning products, pesticide use, and lead contaminated water, among others.     

(Place your message/frame here – remember to keep it short – how does this report relate to your local school issues or problems?)

It is time for (state legislators) (School Board) to act on these threats to the health of our school communities. The resources, policies, guidelines and strategies referenced in this checklist should be drawn on and adapted to best strengthen (our state, school district).  Our decision makers must stop trying to define how much chemical poisons a child’s small growing body can handle and make protecting children’s health a priority today.

Sign your name and group affiliation.

Be sure to include a telephone number so they can verify your letter.     

COMMUNICATING WITH THE MEDIA:

TIPS FOR BEING A BETTER SPOKESPERSON
· Remember:  You have something very important to say and people must listen.  Build up your self-confidence.

· Image is 90% of the game.  Appear poised and in command.  Take a deep breath and ground yourself; try to relax.

· Have key messages in your mind before the interview.  In this case, review the precautionary language included in the BE SAFE Platform, and the Coalition for Healthier Schools position statement.

· Don’t answer a reporter’s question, RESPOND to a reporter’s question with your key message.  Turn the question back around to your message.

For example when asked by a reporter, “If the EPA said the pesticides aren’t a problem, or the level of chemicals are not dangerous why should the school board be concerned?”
Don’t spend time beating up EPA. Instead respond to the question with your message about what you want and from whom: 

“We’re about protecting children’s health not defining how much chemical poisons their small, growing bodies can handle. There is a cost effective and health protective alternative to pesticide use called an integrated pest management system.  This system has been used successfully by school other districts and is a safe and effective means of controlling pests and weeds without the use of highly-toxic chemicals.  Our school district must stop placing our children at health risk from pesticides.  It’s irresponsible to place children at any unnecessary risk.”  

“We’re about protecting children’s health not defining how much chemical poisons their small, growing bodies can handle.  Local, state and federal levels of government have neglected to provide standards or guidelines for school siting.  Our children cannot suffer the consequences of this ignorance and negligence, by paying with their health and possibly their ability to develop their full intellectual potential. The poisoned school report recommendations provide such guidelines and standards that look at the entire problem and provides better protections for children.”

"Like every parent, we are interested in actually preventing harm to children instead of waiting to see to see how many get sick, injured or disabled from exposures and hazards at school. It is absurd to compel kids to attend school and then not take steps to promote their health, learning, and safety while they are there. Having a healthy school is a back to basics: don’t you agree that fresh air and sunshine are good for kids, indoors and out?"  

· Don’t be thrown off by a reporter’s question.  Stay on the message.

Remember how Bush always answered reporters’ questions by saying, “I trust the people, not big government.” – That was very effective.  That’s what you need to do.

“We want schools to take the lead in environmental protection by eliminating the use of pesticides on campus, using non-toxic products, improving indoor air quality, testing water for lead contamination, and taking other steps to make schools healthier places to grow and learn.”

"We want schools to be healthy workplaces for kids, and some schools are in such bad shape that they need state or federal funds for urgent repairs and hazard remediation, like schools on superfund sites, schools that are flooded, or school that are contaminated by chemical spills. "

“We’re about protecting children’s health not defining how much chemical poisons their 

small, growing bodies can handle.”

· Don’t try to explain everything; stay on your key message.

· If you goof, that’s OK.  Ask the reporter to give you the question again (unless it’s a live interview).

· Don’t worry; the movement will not collapse if you mess up your sound bite!



Center for Health, Environment and Justice


Child Proofing Our Communities Campaign


703-237-2249, Fax 703-237-8389


www.chej.org


www.childproofing.org





Healthy Schools Network, Inc.


Coalition for Healthier Schools


212-482-0204, 518-462-0632, 


Fax 518-462-0433


www.healthyschools.org




















