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The air and environment in which we live and breathe each day is something human beings can never escape from. The concern about the effects of the environment on health as well as quality of life is an issue that has been around longer than nurses. Yet, Florence Nightingale decided to make nurses accountable for "managing or changing the environment to improve health: 'No amount of medical knowledge will lessen the accountability for nurses to do what nurses do; that is, manage the environment to promote positive life processes'" (Huston, 2006). It is important to realize the interconnectedness of persons, communities and the environment. Nurses can play a large role in promoting a positive environment, and in turn, positively effect health outcomes in these areas. Nurses need to be proactive in the policies, politics, and other considerations involving the promotion of environmental health in order to best foster the health and wellness of communities and families. 

Environmental health can be defined as "the state of health that exists as a result of the biological, chemical, physical and social forces and conditions that surround and influence human beings" (Huston, 2006). Issues connected to environmental health that are applicable today include arsenic exposure that has been associated with cancer, air pollution's direct link to asthma in children, and lead exposure linked to nervous system disorders. Environmental justice is also a concept that must be addressed, referring to the link between "low-income populations and neighborhoods and high exposure to health risks from the environment" (Huston, 2006).

One such example of a relationship between environmental health and poor health outcomes that will be explored further, is the link between air pollution and childhood asthma. There is an enormous amount of research from varying sources that support that early exposure to environmental air pollutants is related to the development of childhood asthma. This, as well as many other environmental health concerns is important to consider economically as well. Nurses must think about what kinds of costs are posed on the health care system due to poor environmental health and what kinds of benefits there may be in the development of policies and regulations in environmental health. 

One would not have to search hard to discover and realize that the environment in which we live affects our health on a day to day basis. It only makes sense that if one is living in an area with a very healthy surrounding environment, such as the young mountaineer who lives in the middle of the forest in Alaska, the chances of that person being healthy increases. Likewise, if a person is living in an environment half a mile from a toxic waste dump or in old housing with lead piping, his/her health has a greater chance of being poor.

Economic Considerations
In the last couple decades, research has shown that “epidemiological studies have strengthened the link between air pollution and specific respiratory ailments” (Gilbreath, 2007). These findings, as well as others, support that there are pollution-related costs to illnesses, providing sound argument for the support and benefits of implementing certain environmental regulations. One must consider the costs and benefits to regulating and controlling environmental health. This is where nurses who are involved in environmental health issues must step in and advocate for the community. Nurses must do the work to research and educate others about the direct link between poor environmental health and illnesses. Additionally, nurses should weigh the costs and benefits of environmental health regulations and their link to environmental health related illnesses in order to address them on a policy level to make positive changes in the community.
For example, asthma is one of the most common chronic diseases in childhood. Its prevalence is extremely high and has generally “increased worldwide over the latter part of the twentieth century” (Clark, Demers, Karr, Koehoorn, & Lencar, 2010). The CDC also supports these findings stating that “asthma is a priority for the research, medical, environmental and health communities” for a wide variety of reasons, one of being that its prevalence has more than doubled from 1980 to the mid 1990s. In 2004 alone, there were about 7 million ambulatory visits due to asthma, most of which are admitted to the emergency department - in other words, one of the most expensive forms of health care the United States provides (Akinbami, 2006). The annual economic cost in the United States for asthma is 19.7 billion dollars while prescription drugs for asthma represent the largest “single direct medical expenditure” of over six billion dollars (“Asthma statistics,” 2010). With these alarming costs and the fact that asthma’s prevalence has doubled in the past decade, something needs to be done to improve the current situation and trend. 

Although there are many factors that are responsible, such as genetic factors, environmental factors play a huge role (Clark, Demers, Karr, Koehoorn, & Lencar, 2010). Think about what else has also increased worldwide over the last two decades: air pollution and global warming. With the rise of people owning and driving cars, as well as other causes that contribute to air pollution, it only makes sense that there should be a recognizable link between respiratory illnesses and environmental health and air pollution. Recent research studies have also proven that early environmental exposures do play a role in the development of childhood asthma and that there is a direct link to outdoor air pollution as a trigger to asthma (Clark, Demers, Karr, Koehoorn, & Lencar, 2010). If nurses were to educate the legislators as well as the public of this direct relationship between environmental health, poor air quality and childhood asthma, then positive changes could be made. By pointing out that placing strict air-quality regulations on factories, companies, and other sources of air pollution, we could save billions of health care dollars annually that are spent on “air-pollution related illnesses,” and legislators would recognize that money could be allocated elsewhere, such as in the much needed health prevention and education arena. 

Air pollution is not the only environmental health issue that plays a role in the illnesses that human beings experience. Another is the link between asbestos exposure and an increased risk for cancer. Asbestos is a group of minerals that occur naturally in the environment as a bundle of fibers, but are often used in many industries for things like strengthening plastics, used in insulation, roofing, and sound absorption (“Asbestos exposure,” 2009). Exposure to asbestos can increase the risk of asbestosis, lung cancer, mesothelioma, as well as other cancers. Asbestos is not the only element in the environment that has been linked to cancer. Arsenic and other carcinogens surround and affect human beings every day (Huston, 2006). There are also consistent and occasional reports of food and water poisonings as well as lead exposure and poisoning in children due to piping and paint in old homes.

No matter where humans seem to go, especially in cities and concentrated areas, environmental health hazards will always pose some risk to human health, and ultimately affect economic health care costs considerably. These are all reasons that nurses need to be involved in efforts to protect the public “from harmful human-made toxins, social inequities, and the often resulting civil unrest over scarce resources,” whether it be through educating and increasing awareness about global warming and finite fossil fuel energy sources or getting involved in policy on a more personal level (Huston, 2006).
Political Considerations
There are many policies related to environmental health that are being pushed in today’s legislature. It is important for nurses to be involved with the politics related to environmental health because they can serve as expert witnesses, as bedside nurses are often those who witness health problems related to the environment, such as an asthma exacerbation due to air pollution. Nurses can also play a role in public health research, which is "oriented toward forming interventions, reforms, and policies that promote and protect population health" (Ryan, 2006). This research can then be presented to legislators in support or opposition to various bills. Considering that there are 2.5 million nurses living and working in every neighborhood countrywide, nurses can have huge political power if they would band together and let their voices be heard (Huston, 2006).

Environmental justice is a common term used today, especially in large urban areas where there are clearly visible low-income neighborhoods. It refers to “the link between low-income populations and neighborhoods and high exposure to health risks from the environment” (Huston, 2006). Minority groups are predominately affected and suffer health problems due to close proximity to toxic landfills, waste incinerators, industrial factories, and waste treatment facilities. Large cities also tend to have crowded and unsanitary living conditions in low-income areas, creating garbage build up which can harbor disease. These highly polluted environments have a negative impact on people, such as childhood asthma, which was mentioned above.

As mentioned earlier, environmental justice has a particular impact on minority populations. There are several recent policies developed to try and protect minority populations who are often the victims of environmental hazards in low-come neighborhoods. In 1993 Congress passed the Environmental Justice Act and in 1994 the Executive Order 12898, Federal Actions to Address Environmental Justice in Minority Populations was signed (Hudson, 2006). These policies were created to “reduced the effects of environmental inequality” by mandating federal agencies to act in a manner to “prevent injuries and illness caused by the environment” (Hudson, 2006). Nurses can play a role in protecting the public's health from environmental threats as well as protecting the environment itself so that it can enhance a person’s health and life.

There are many ways nurses have been involved with environmental health policies and advocacy. For instance, the Luminary Project was formed in 2005 to “highlight the work of nurses in environmental health and to engage nurses in action that will protect the public” (Huston, 2006). This project has many resources for nurses, such as toolkits to educate the public about clean indoor air and removing mercury thermometers. Another example is that of Charlotte Brody, an RN who founded Health CareWithout Harm that “works with health organizations worldwide to eliminate toxins produced by the health industry” (Huston, 2006).

Another health topic impacting the environment and being pushed politically is the safe disposal of medications. With advances in technology and pharmaceuticals, prescription drug use has escalated rapidly. A study in 2008 showed that the “number of people with at least one prescription increased from 67% to 74% between 2000 and 2006” (Casale, 2008). Since the elderly population commonly use more prescription drugs, this percentage is expected to increase as the US population ages and lives longer. With unused medications laying around the home and often poured down drains or placed in the garbage, it is important to ask what impact this has on the environment, namely the water supply, and in turn what long term effects this will have on the population. The US Resource Conservation and Recovery Act was passed to regulate the transport and disposal of hazardous waste, yet this exempts waste generated by households, often where it has a direct effect on neighborhoods and local citizens (NHDES, 2009). While this was a step in the right direction, more legislative action needs to take place to make a change for the better on this problem at a local level.

  Many states, such as New Hampshire, are conducting research on their rivers and lakes to assess for medication levels caused by unsafe disposal. In New Hampshire, one way to dispose of medications is through wastewater treatment plants, which empty into rivers. While not excessively tested in humans, research studies have found that “endocrine functions of certain aquatic organisms have been adversely impacted by chronic exposure to trace levels of medicine in surface water” (NHDES, 2009). There is general concern “that long-term exposure to low doses of individual or combinations of medicine could negatively impact human health” (NHDES, 2009).

Being knowledgeable about hazardous medications and current disposal methods put nurses in great positions to push bills in legislature and serve as expert witnesses about disposal methods in hospitals and communities. For instance, nurses can write letters to their legislators, encouraging support for HB 1165 which advocates for the “safe collection and disposal of unwanted drugs from residential sources through a producer provided and funded product stewardship program” (WA State Legislature, 2009). This program may “help to avoid accidental poisonings, decrease illegitimate access to drugs that can lead to abuse, and protect our surface and groundwater” from contamination (WA State Legislature, 2009). HB 1165 will require drug producers in the State of Washington to participate in a drug return program, which they are responsible for planning and administering. This will have a large impact on the community, where many times people do not know where to go with unneeded medication and end up washing it down the sink or throwing it in the trash. Showing legislature that this is an important issue is the first step toward passing bills and protecting the community.

There are several ways as identified by Huston (2006) that nurses can be politically involved with environmental health. Such strategies include learning about possible environmental health threats, planning collaboratively with health-care professionals and citizens to implement change, educating the community about environmental safety and health issues, promoting the development of policies and legislation, and participating in research. It is time for nurses to be aware of how their daily work impacts the environment. Nightingale has set a superb example for today’s nurses, and just as she wrote about the need improve the nation’s air and water quality in Notes on Nursing in 1946, nurses today need to take action for the better health of the population (Shaner-McRae , McRae, & Jas, 2007).

Knowledge & Expertise Gained
While looking into the topic of environmental health as it relates to politics and nursing, we have learned a lot about the role nurses must play in securing a future of better environmental conditions. In the nursing field, teamwork is an extremely important concept in regards to the nursing team on a floor, but as we have discovered it is also vitally important for all of us in nursing to be an advocacy team for our communities as well.  As health-care professionals and people that the public listens to with trusting ears we have a responsibility to get involved. One of the ways that we have learned is a great resource for fostering this teamwork and coming together to form a stronger voice is through taking part in professional nursing organizations. As Huston states “associations have long been integral to world cultures and societies” (Huston, 2006), which is why it is so important for nurses to utilize these organizations as a driving force for change.

We have also learned of the importance of nurses making their opinions know to the politicians who have the power to make change towards a more environmentally responsible future. This is merely another form of our nursing role of advocacy, taking the form of politicking to make change. As listed in Mason (2007) there are many different ways to get politically involved.  The first and most important way of getting is to become informed about the issues; you have to know the issues before you can help to make change happen. It is also necessary to be familiar with your local and federal officials and make sure that any correspondence in regards to legislature is being directed to the appropriate person. Other ways to get involved include being active in professional associations, attending public hearings on issues you want to get involved with, and volunteer work. Getting involved with politics is one of the best way for nurses to make an influence on policies regarding the environment.

Throughout nursing school we have learned a lot about the skills of communication, and in our work environments we do it everyday. It is a necessary tool and a skill that comes with lots of practice. But communication is not only used in the clinical setting, it is vital in the process of using what we know as nurses to make a point to legislators about changes that need to be made in policy and law to ensure that we are being environmentally responsible. It is also important for us as role models in a health-care position to communicate to each other about what we can do to help the environment and work towards our common goals.

Application to Nursing Practice & Conclusion
Nurses not only play a vital role in reducing exposure to environmental risks, they also play a critical part in the creation of policies related to promoting the health of the environment.  Nurses can provide risk assessments, environmental health education, and referrals to environmental health specialists.  With the knowledge that nearly one quarter of all global disease burdens is attributable to environmental exposures, (Barnes, et. al., 2010) there is no question that nurses must step forward and make the effort to improve conditions.

The first step in applying this issue to nursing practice, especially as nurses just entering the professional nursing role, is this simple but important concept; all nurses must be aware.  It is imperative to be aware of the different toxins which exist in the environment, and to be knowledgeable about the ways to protect families and communities from them, the first line of defense being education.  If we as nurses are able to educate parents that the runny noses and coughs their children are experiencing is due to the mold in their house, or that their asthma flare ups could be due to air pollutants in their neighborhood, we are taking the first step in providing our patients with the tools they need to protect themselves.  

In addition to directly working with clients to inform and educate them on the importance of environmental health, nurses should form alliances with each other in the form of interest groups, and work behind legislation which is in support of environmental health issues.  As Jennings (2003) states, nurses have “the professional responsibility to be informed and join hands with communities as they put in place strategies to mitigate the devastating effects of environmental toxins and pollutants.”  Nurses have a strong history of environmental activism and leadership, going as far back as Florence Nightingale, who emphasized about the impact of environmental factors such as air, light, water, sanitation, cleanliness, and food.  Every nurse should be concerned with the promotion, maintenance, and restoration of health in the natural environment, as this issue affects us all personally and professionally.  

Whether an RN works in the emergency department, the ICU, or a mental health wellness clinic, we are all well equipped to become involved in environmental leadership and advocacy.  Performing an environmental assessment can raise awareness of the impact of toxins such as lead paint, radon, and mold, as well as helping people to understand the benefits of using eco-friendly cleaning products, avoiding tobacco smoke, the use of safer chemicals to control insects/pests, and the avoidance of plastics when storing or heating food or water.  Currently, nurses are involved in the drafting and support of legislation such as banning BPA from baby bottles and water bottles, as well as implementing a place for prescription medication to be returned safely.  Both of these issues concern the well-being of both the environment and people.  Within communities, nurses can advocate for parks, green or regenerative buildings, and sustainable, locally grown agriculture. In hospitals and other health care settings, nurses can lead or participate in groups that want to use safer products from cleaning supplies to IV tubing, offer healthy food choices to patients and employees, and reduce energy consumption.

In order to further advance our position on this topic, we will need to stay updated on the current prevailing environmental health issues, by watching the news, attending hearings, and reading the most current research.  The next step is actually providing our knowledge and expertise in this area to clients so that they too can live in the healthiest environment possible, and prevent the development of disease and environmental related disparities.  The need for strong leadership and activism within the environmental movement has never been more urgent. New ideas, strategies, and partnerships are essential to facing a threat that could potentially have devastating impacts on individuals and communities around the world.  As new nurses entering the workforce, we should remember Nightingale's research and support on the protection of internal and external environments.  We need to expand and extend the traditional nurse healing role, and really become agents of social healing and environmental restoration.
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