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Every child has the right to live in a healthy, supportive environment – an environment that encourages growth and
development, and protects from disease. Many of the world’s children, however, are exposed to hazards in the very
places that should be safest – the home, school and community. Considering that their growing bodies are
particularly sensitive to environmental threats, the final burden of childhood disease is substantial. Every year, more
than three million children die due to unhealthy environments. 

The majority of these child deaths are caused by unsafe water, lack of sanitation, indoor air pollution, and
mosquitoes bearing malaria. Other environmental hazards include passive smoking, lead and pesticides, road traffic
accidents, and global environmental changes. 

Persistent poverty aggravates these environmental threats. The children worst affected are those in the developing
world, and the enormous burden of ill-health falling on their youngest citizens constrains the social and economic
development of these countries.

Children are helpless in the face of environmental risks and, all too frequently, adults do not listen to the voices of
children or act upon their most urgent needs. But we must listen. Children are our most precious resource.
Together, now is the time to focus our efforts on combating environmental threats to children’s health and to work
towards a sustainable and brighter future.

Dr LEE Jong-wook
Director-General 

World Health Organization
Geneva

March 2004
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