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Abstract
Purpose The complexities of modern civilization, coupled with challenges including systemic racism and climate change-
related impacts, compel public health professionals to break down silos and collaborate towards the shared goals of protect-
ing the wellbeing of current and future generations. This article highlights the growing collaboration between the Maternal 
and Child Health (MCH) and the Environment (ENV) Sections of the American Public Health Association (APHA) as 
members bring their collective focus to the protection of children’s and pregnant people’s environmental health.
Description The MCH Section and the Children’s Environmental Health (CEH) Committee of the ENV Section are col-
laborating on efforts to: inform key stakeholders—including public health and health care professionals, child care profes-
sionals, families, and youth—about environmental hazards and climate change impacts to children’s and pregnant people’s 
health and wellbeing; and provide tools and guidance about how to best protect these groups and how to advocate for climate 
action. The CEH Committee embraces a health equity paradigm and intentionally centers environmental, racial, and social 
justice as integral to effective children’s health and climate change initiatives.
Assessment Projects to date include multiple joint sessions about children’s environmental health and climate change at 
APHA’s annual meetings, publications and various children’s environmental health tools and resources, including a toolkit 
and lesson plan that equips public health professionals to provide guest lectures at their local high schools on climate change 
and health, and educational materials for caregivers on extreme heat, wildfires, and ticks and mosquitos.
Conclusion This collaboration could serve as a replicable model that can be applied to other interdisciplinary efforts seeking 
strategic partnerships to address complex health issues.

Significance
Children and pregnant people are especially vulnerable to environmental health hazards and climate change exacerbates 
these risks, posing a significant public health threat to children and future generations. Tackling these complex issues 
requires working across sectors and disciplines, including within the field of public health, towards systems change. The 
MCH and ENV Sections of APHA have been developing relationships and effective collaboration to improve children’s 
health and address the climate crisis. This initiative may inspire and serve as a model for additional cross-section col-
laboration of public health professionals devoted to affecting transformative change for maternal and child health and 
health equity.

Keywords Children · Environmental health · Climate change · Maternal and child health · Environmental justice · 
Collaboration
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Purpose

The world in which today’s children live has changed tre-
mendously from that of previous generations, driven by 
explosive growth in technology, globalization, population, 
and material goods. These developments were accompanied 
by continued expansion of built environments, industrializa-
tion of our food production, rapid increase in the manufac-
ture, use, emissions, and disposal of man-made chemicals, 
increasing urbanization, and the increasing extraction and 
combustion of fossil fuels. These changes impact the envi-
ronment and maternal and child health, especially in com-
munities of color (Black, Indigenous, Latino/a/x, and Asian 
and Pacific Islander communities) and in low income and 
marginalized communities.

Environmental factors are not the sole contributors 
to a child’s risk of disease. However, exposures to many 
environmental hazards are preventable, and the return on 
prevention investment in terms of health care costs, produc-
tivity, and co-benefits are significant, if not morally and eth-
ically imperative. In addition, today’s children face a future 
of increased health risks and uncertainty due to climate 
change. Climate change impacts increase environmental 
health threats and exacerbate environmental injustices and 
health disparities. In order to achieve meaningful improve-
ments in health and wellness, public health professionals 
must find ways to collaborate to address complex intersec-
tional issues across social and environmental determinants 
of health.

This article highlights a successful and replicable 
model of interdisciplinary, cross-sectional collaboration 
among members of the American Public Health Associa-
tion (APHA). This partnership is yielding new insights and 
opportunities to fill research, practice, and policy gaps to 
protect the health of today’s children and that of future 
generations.

Children’s Environmental Health in a 
Changing Climate

Advances in medicine, public health, and sanitation in the 
U.S. led to a significant decline in childhood infectious dis-
eases, reduced maternal and infant mortality, and increas-
ingly long life spans over successive generations (Perrin et 
al., 2014); although due to racist policies and systems, these 
measures lagged and continue to lag for people of color 
(Arias et al., 2022; Ely & Driscoll, 2022; Hoyert, 2022; Pat-
terson & Witherspoon, 2022).

In addition, despite the overall advances, over the past 
30–40 years, neurodevelopmental conditions and chronic 
diseases—such as cancer, diabetes, and chronic lung or 

kidney disease— have been increasing among children 
(Child and Adolescent Health Measurement Initiative, 
2020; National Cancer Institute, n.d.; Perrin et al., 2014). 
Chronic exposures to environmental hazards—such as 
pesticides, lead, ground level ozone, particulate matter, 
and endocrine-disrupting chemicals—increase the risks of 
adverse birth outcomes and adverse childhood health and 
developmental outcomes (American Academy of Pediatrics 
Council on Environmental Health [AAP COEH], 2019; U.S. 
Environmental Protection Agency [EPA], 2017). Children 
are at increased risk of exposure to, and harm from, certain 
environmental hazards due to their unique physiological 
and behavioral traits and circumstances (AAP COEH, 2019, 
Chap. 3).

Children and pregnant people of color, and who live in 
under-resourced communities, face increased risk of harm-
ful exposures because they are more likely to live near major 
roadways with high levels of traffic-related air pollution, 
polluting industrial facilities, and hazardous waste sites. 
They are also more likely to live in substandard housing 
and attend or work at child care facilities and schools with 
health and safety concerns, such as mold, poor indoor air 
quality, and lead-based paint hazards. Furthermore, despite 
the overwhelming evidence that demonstrates the signifi-
cant physical and mental health benefits of being outdoors 
in nature, children of color and children from families with 
low income disproportionately lack access to safe, green 
spaces (American Public Health Association [APHA], 
2013).

The segregation and disinvestment in communities of 
color result in lack of resources and social supports, reduced 
opportunity, and increased stress, which compound these 
environmental harms. These vulnerabilities are heightened 
by the myriad impacts associated with climate change, a 
global phenomenon that disproportionately threatens the 
youngest and poorest children and families (Patz et al., 
2007; Zhang et al., 2007). Climate change directly harms 
children via injury, death, displacement, and mental health 
struggles from the rising heat index, extreme weather, and 
other climate-related disasters. In addition, the impacts of 
climate change increase air and water pollution, soil con-
tamination, and infectious diseases (Perera & Nadeau, 
2022). People of color and people living in poverty dispro-
portionately shoulder the burdens of climate change, and the 
intergenerational inequities (Thiery et al., 2021) are a stark 
wake up call for urgent, aggressive, and equitable climate 
action to protect children’s health.
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Maternal and Child Health (MCH) and 
Environment (ENV) Sections’ History of 
Work and Collaboration on Children’s 
Environmental Health

The Maternal and Child Health (MCH) Section was estab-
lished in 1921 to support research, programs and policies 
that improve the health and wellbeing of women, chil-
dren and youth. The Section has a longstanding interest in 
environmental issues, including childhood lead and other 
poisonings, Superfund site contamination, radiation and 
nuclear war, secondary smoke exposure, and maternal occu-
pational exposures. They have supported five APHA state-
ments on lead exposure adopted over a thirty-year period 
(APHA 1989, 1990, 1997, 2005, 2008).

In 1995 the chair of the MCH Section, Dr. Deborah Klein 
Walker, in dialogue with leadership of the Environment 
(ENV) Section, led efforts to establish an Environmental 
Issues in MCH Committee within the MCH Section. Origi-
nally chaired by a MCH Section member, the Committee 
later had an ENV Section member as co-chair. In the same 
year both sections participated in the passage of the APHA 
resolution, Environment and Children’s Health (APHA, 
1995), and the Needleman Award was established. This 
award, sponsored by the MCH Section and The Alliance to 
End Childhood Lead Poisoning, was initiated in honor of 
Dr. Herbert L. Needleman, a pediatrician, researcher, and 
public health advocate whose groundbreaking efforts linked 
environmental lead exposure to cognitive deficits in chil-
dren. The award recognized public health advocates who led 
efforts to protect children from environmental lead exposure 
and was presented at the APHA Annual Meeting between 
1995 and 1999. After that, the MCH Section did not priori-
tize environmental issues until 2016 when the newly estab-
lished Children’s Environmental Health Committee of the 
Environment Section invited the section to collaborate.

The Environment (ENV) Section, born in 1911, is a com-
munity for public health professionals working to create, 
restore, and sustain healthy environments for all through 
research, practice, and advocacy. The section aims to: 
advance the field of environmental health as a vital com-
ponent of public health; engage in equitable partnerships to 
address environmental racism; support the public in their 
ability to find, understand, and use environmental health 
science; and advocate for scientifically informed programs 
and policies that protect environmental health and promote 
environmental justice. Children’s environmental health has 
been an integral part of the section’s overall environmen-
tal health efforts. To further increase these efforts, in late 
2015 several members formed the Children’s Environ-
mental Health (CEH) Committee The founding members 
felt that this was timely considering the upcoming 20th 

anniversary of Executive Order 13045: Protection of Chil-
dren from Environmental Health Risks and Safety Risks, 
which requires all federal agencies to assign a high priority 
to addressing health and safety risks to children, coordinate 
research priorities on children’s health, and ensure that their 
standards consider special risks to children.

The CEH Committee’s mission is to increase awareness 
and promote collaborative efforts aimed at reducing envi-
ronmental risks to children’s health in areas where they live, 
learn, play, and work; it includes in the definition of chil-
dren’s environmental health the exposures and outcomes 
across the stages of preconception, prenatal, infancy, early 
childhood, and youth. The committee upholds the values of 
diversity, equity, justice, accessibility, and inclusion in all 
activities. The Committee developed an APHA policy state-
ment, Protecting Children’s Environmental Health: A Com-
prehensive Framework (APHA, 2017), to help inform and 
mobilize coordinated preventive efforts of agencies, public 
health practitioners, policymakers, community-based and 
environmental justice organizations, health economists, 
communication leaders, and researchers. The policy state-
ment is the first in APHA’s database to describe children’s 
health specifically and comprehensively in relation to their 
environment, and it provides solution-oriented strategies 
that address environmental injustices and health disparities 
and emphasizes the importance of the partnerships required 
to meet them.

In keeping with its mission statement and the 2017 chil-
dren’s environmental health policy statement, the ENV Sec-
tion’s CEH Committee is deeply committed to engaging 
other partners in this cross-cutting topic, and its strategic 
plan identified the MCH Section as its priority partner. In 
2016 the committee founder and chair, Leyla McCurdy, 
reached out to the MCH Section chair, Dr. Deborah Allen, 
who welcomed the opportunity to partner. The MCH Section 
endorsed the CEH Committee’s APHA policy statement, 
and they agreed to host the first MCH-ENV Sections’ joint 
session, titled Children at Risk: A Life Course Approach to 
Environmental Hazards, at the 2017 APHA Annual Meet-
ing (Etzel et al., 2017). The MCH and ENV Section chairs 
co-moderated the session. Thereafter, several MCH Section 
members joined the CEH Committee. The MCH Section 
also included environment issues as one of its three priority 
topics in its strategic plan in 2017.

Members of both sections continued to collaborate, and 
organized additional joint scientific sessions for APHA’s 
Annual Meetings over the period 2019 to 2022: Protect-
ing Our Children: Climate Change, Children’s Health and 
Equity (Tait et al., 2019), Deregulation and Inaction Harm 
Children First: How to Shift the Paradigm to Prioritize 
Children and Future Generations (Reed et al., 2020), The 
Year of Living Dangerously: Climate Justice and Children’s 

1 3



Maternal and Child Health Journal

curriculum created by the National Institute of Environmen-
tal Health Sciences (NIEHS, 2016). The project team devel-
oped a collection of tools to encourage use of the lesson 
plan, including resources designed to: promote the lesson 
plan; recruit public health professionals to serve as guest 
speakers at their local high schools; assist public health pro-
fessionals with reaching out to schools and teachers; facili-
tate effective implementation of the lesson plan; and provide 
follow-up actions and activities for public health profes-
sionals who implement the lesson plan. The CEH Commit-
tee partnered with the APHA Center for Climate, Health, 
and Equity (CCHE ) to launch the Climate and Health Youth 
Education Toolkit on its webpage (https://apha.org/Topics-
and-Issues/Climate-Change/Education) in March 2023, and 
organize a webinar titled Climate Justice and Children’s 
Health: Inspiring Youth to Advocate for Climate Action, 
featuring the toolkit. The CEH Committee and CCHE are 
continuing collaboration to engage the public health com-
munity and a wide range of partners to educate and inspire 
youth about actions they can take to protect themselves and 
their communities from health impacts of climate change. 
Their work will be presented at the 2023 Annual Meeting 
at a session organized by the CEH Committee and APHA’s 
CCHE.

The second project was titled Climate Change Advocacy. 
The project team develops and shares tools for public health 
professionals and other community stakeholders that include 
key advocacy and action steps to address climate change 
and children’s and pregnant people’s health. The team iden-
tified a gap in educational materials, particularly for early 
care and education/child care providers, and they developed 
fact sheets for this audience about relevant topics, includ-
ing extreme heat and ticks and mosquitos. Members also 
developed a fact sheet for caregivers about wildfires and 
children’s health. These tools are important because many 
caregivers and stakeholders are passionate about advocat-
ing for children’s health. These tools equip them to become 
advocates for climate action and environmental health and 
justice strengthening those movements and mitigating anxi-
ety through empowerment.

The CEH Committee website hosts the tools and 
resources developed from both of these projects. The proj-
ect teams also share the resources with the APHA commu-
nity through multiple avenues, including posting to APHA’s 
online community platform (LEAD), securing coverage in 
APHA’s monthly newspaper (The Nation’s Health), and 
presenting and performing outreach to public health profes-
sionals attending the 2022 APHA Annual Meeting. They 
also share the resources through the CEH Committee mem-
bers’ wide network of partners, and developed digital media 
campaigns for broader dissemination. Colleagues have pro-
vided positive and enthusiastic feedback. Several new MCH 

Health (Bole et al., 2021), and Climate Justice and Chil-
dren’s Health: Inspiring Youth to Advocate for Climate 
Action (Witherspoon et al., 2022). In addition, during the 
2022 Annual Meeting the CEH Committee organized a joint 
ENV-MCH Sections’ networking and engagement meet-
ing, Coffee Talk - What’s Next in Advancing Children’s 
Environmental Health. Links to the descriptions of these 
joint sessions can be found on the CEH Committee website 
(https://bit.ly/APHA-CEH).

The CEH Committee has been very active since its incep-
tion, including holding monthly full committee meetings 
and meetings of the project workgroups, which have led to 
the development of several fact sheets and a variety of other 
resources and a committee website where the materials are 
housed. One workgroup focuses on integrating children’s 
environmental health into health professionals’ curriculum 
and practice. Members of this workgroup, with input from 
the full CEH Committee, created and published critical 
competencies in children’s environmental health (Del Rio 
et al., 2023). The workgroup is currently developing per-
formance indicators which, along with the competencies, 
will be presented at the 2023 APHA Annual Meeting, as an 
ENV-MCH Sections’ joint session.

The CEH Committee accomplishes these results due to 
the active participation of its members from both the MCH 
and ENV Sections, some of whom belong to both sections. 
To further enhance this collaboration and expand the cross-
sectional work, members representing both sections formed 
a workgroup and launched an initiative called the ENV and 
MCH Cross-Section Collaboration to Advance Children’s 
Environmental Health. The workgroup organized a series of 
cross-section meetings between November 2021 and April 
2022 to build relationships and identify common interests 
so they could plan future projects together. The participants 
discussed action steps to increase engagement of the MCH 
Section and ENV Section members in cross-section activi-
ties and to stimulate innovative collaborations among them 
to address children’s environmental health issues. During 
these meetings, a strong cross-cutting interest in the impacts 
of climate change to children’s health and pregnant people 
emerged as the framework for further collaborative activi-
ties, and participants explored a wide range of ideas for 
possible action steps. Building on the feedback from the 
meeting participants, the ENV-MCH cross-section work-
group conducted a needs assessment to identify the gaps 
in the field of climate change with respect to maternal and 
children’s health, identified two focus areas ripe for cross-
sectional collaboration, and initiated two projects.

The first project is titled Climate Change and Youth Edu-
cation. Its purpose is to disseminate and support APHA’s 
Climate & Health Lesson Plan for Grades 9–12, which was 
developed by ENV members and is based on the existing 
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synergies between the projects to maximize efficiency and 
to cross-catalyze their work. For example, the Climate 
Change Advocacy team will develop fact sheets that are rel-
evant to youth, which can be incorporated with the Climate 
& Health Youth Education Toolkit for high school students. 
Coordination across projects not only deepens the meaning-
ful impacts of both teams, but it also increases the potential 
for more networking among members.

The CEH Committee is the only APHA committee that 
has its own website, where workgroup leaders can quickly 
post completed resources in one convenient and publicly 
accessible location. The ENV web page on APHA’s website 
links to the CEH Committee website. This link validates the 
committee’s work and helps to drive more visitors to the 
site.

Conclusion

Children’s health is a shared value because children’s 
environmental health is everyone’s health. APHA created 
Generation Public Health, a movement working towards a 
vision of creating the healthiest nation in one generation. 
To achieve this vision, public health professionals across all 
APHA sections, special primary interest groups, and cau-
cuses should adopt a maternal and children’s environmen-
tal and climate health lens, one that aggressively works to 
eliminate root causes of health disparities—racism, poverty, 
and other forms of structural marginalization.

Meaningful progress requires funding, capacity, a trained 
workforce, engaged leaders, the political will to establish 
and promote protective policies, and innovative collabora-
tions, such as the one the authors present in this article. More 
partnerships, both within public health and across sectors, 
will promote the systems-level changes needed to reduce 
environmental and climate change-related health harms and 
provide all people with an equal chance at a healthy and 
rewarding life.
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and ENV Section members joined the CEH Committee and 
the project teams after learning about the efforts.

The CEH Committee members, its workgroups, and the 
project teams continue to meet and expand their member-
ship and goals. They focus on dissemination of their exist-
ing resources, development of new materials, and continued 
collaboration to adapt and address emerging children’s 
environmental health issues relevant to both sections.

Discussion

The ENV-MCH cross-section collaboration has been pro-
ductive in bringing two sections together to work col-
laboratively towards a shared mission. Since children’s 
environmental health is a cross-cutting topic, this approach 
can be used to engage other APHA sections in the CEH 
Committee’s initiative. The approach can also serve as a 
model for other such interdisciplinary collaborations. The 
APHA Intersectional Council’s Climate and Health Com-
mittee already recognizes it as such and invited Leyla 
McCurdy to present it as a model for cross-section climate 
and health activities at their roundtable session organized 
for APHA’s 2022 Annual Meeting.

Several factors have contributed to the success of this 
cross-section collaboration, one of which is a core group 
of leaders who are passionate and committed to serve as 
champions in a sustained manner. These leaders have been 
successful in making the case by presenting evidence-based 
information and earning the trust of the leadership and the 
membership of both sections and beyond. In addition, these 
leaders are experienced conveners who listen to members, 
engage them in children’s environmental health priorities 
that resonate with them, and encourage them to lead proj-
ects, while mentoring and supporting them. Mentoring other 
members, especially early career professionals, has been 
critically important for the sustainability of the committee, 
the committee’s initiatives, and the cross-section member-
ship engagement and expansion.

The CEH Committee leaders are continuously recruiting 
new members. Members address the challenges of main-
taining an active and efficient membership via multiple 
strategies, including leveraging existing APHA outreach 
mechanisms, providing mentorship and leadership oppor-
tunities to early career professionals, optimizing team size 
and workload distribution, aligning projects with mem-
bers’ existing work, leveraging synergies between current 
projects, and establishing regular meetings to strengthen 
relationships.

A number of members serve on multiple project teams, 
and the teams are kept abreast of each other’s efforts. 
This regular and open communication facilitates natural 
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