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King County 
• Most populated county in WA (over 2.2 million residents)

= Seattle + 38 other incorporated cities

= 2,134 square miles

=13th most populous county in US



~30% of households 
speak a language 
other than English at 
home

King County Kids

Slide Source: kingcounty.gov/depts/health/~/media/depts/health/data/documents/health-of-children-youth-king-county-2016.ashx



Differences Across 
the County Are 
Large

• Examples 

% Kids qualifying for free and 
reduced-price lunch

• 34.8% qualified in 2020-
2021
• 3.7% of kids on Mercer Island
• 76.2% of kids in Tukwila

Life Expectancy at Birth
• King County average = 81.3 years

• Auburn South = 74.1 years

• Mercer Island = 87 years

https://www.communitiescount.org/free-and-reduced-price-meals

https://www.communitiescount.org/life-expectancy

Free and reduced-
price lunch 

Life Expectancy at 
birth



https://fortress.wa.gov/doh/wtnibl/WTNIBL/

WA State Health Disparities Mapping Tool – Demonstrates Clear Inequities in Vulnerability to Environmental Exposures



How Do We Reduce Environmental Health 
Impacts Most Effectively at the Local Level?

• Focus on communities experiencing the largest inequities 

• Often focus on children: 
• Continued growth and development

• Size and metabolism

• Unique exposures

• Exposure reduction

• Work towards policy change

2019-community-health-assessment-cha.pdf (seattlechildrens.org)

https://www.seattlechildrens.org/globalassets/documents/about/community/2019-community-health-assessment-cha.pdf


Tools We Use to Improve Children’s 
Environmental Health

• Policies
• Equity and Social Justice Policies/Plans

• King County ESJ Strategic Plan (https://kingcounty.gov/elected/executive/equity-social-justice/strategic-plan.aspx)

• WA State Healthy Environmental For All (HEAL) Act (https://doh.wa.gov/community-and-environment/health-equity/environmental-
justice#:~:text=The%20passage%20of%20the%20Healthy,agency%20approach%20to%20environmental%20justice)

• Chemical legislation
• WA State Children’s Safe Products Act (https://ecology.wa.gov/Waste-Toxics/Reducing-toxic-chemicals/Childrens-Safe-Products-Act)

• Safer Products for WA (https://ecology.wa.gov/Waste-Toxics/Reducing-toxic-chemicals/Safer-products)

• WA State Chemical Action Plans - address toxic chemical priorities (https://ecology.wa.gov/Waste-Toxics/Reducing-toxic-chemicals/Addressing-priority-toxic-
chemicals#:~:text=Chemical%20action%20plans%20(CAPs)%2C,human%20health%20and%20the%20environment)

• PFAS legislation (https://ecology.wa.gov/Waste-Toxics/Reducing-toxic-chemicals/Addressing-priority-toxic-chemicals/PFAS)

• Data collected through county, state and other programs
• WA State Health Disparities Map (doh.wa.gov/data-statistical-reports/washington-tracking-network-wtn/washington-environmental-health-disparities-map)

• Communities Count (https://www.communitiescount.org/)

• Public Health – Seattle & King County Health Profiles and Data Dashboards (https://kingcounty.gov/depts/health/data/city-health-profiles.aspx; 
https://kingcounty.gov/depts/health/data.aspx)

• Programs that focus on cross collaboration
• King County Best Starts for Kids Program (https://kingcounty.gov/depts/community-human-services/initiatives/best-starts-for-kids.aspx)

• Strategic Partnerships
• Community-Based Organizations,  Community Health Workers/Advocates.

• Cross-Agency Collaboration - WA State Department of Health, WA State Department of Ecology, Puget Sound Clean Air Agency, Academic Partners, PEHSU, KC Medical Society, WA Poison Control Center, etc.

• Build Staff Capacity - staff expertise and dedication

https://kingcounty.gov/elected/executive/equity-social-justice/strategic-plan.aspx
https://doh.wa.gov/community-and-environment/health-equity/environmental-justice#:~:text=The%20passage%20of%20the%20Healthy,agency%20approach%20to%20environmental%20justice
https://ecology.wa.gov/Waste-Toxics/Reducing-toxic-chemicals/Childrens-Safe-Products-Act
https://ecology.wa.gov/Waste-Toxics/Reducing-toxic-chemicals/Safer-products
https://ecology.wa.gov/Waste-Toxics/Reducing-toxic-chemicals/Addressing-priority-toxic-chemicals:~:text=Chemical%20action%20plans%20(CAPs)%2C,human%20health%20and%20the%20environment
https://ecology.wa.gov/Waste-Toxics/Reducing-toxic-chemicals/Addressing-priority-toxic-chemicals/PFAS
https://www.communitiescount.org/
https://kingcounty.gov/depts/health/data/city-health-profiles.aspx
https://kingcounty.gov/depts/health/data.aspx
https://kingcounty.gov/depts/community-human-services/initiatives/best-starts-for-kids.aspx


WA State Legislation focused on Children’s 
Environmental Health

• Children’s Safe Products Act of WA (2008) – applies to children’s products in 
WA State

• Limits the use of priority toxic chemicals:

• Lead

• Cadmium

• Phthalates (6 types)

• Flame retardants (5 types)

• Requires manufacturers to report if their children’s products contain 
85 chemicals of high concern to children (CHCC list).

https://ecology.wa.gov/Waste-Toxics/Reducing-toxic-chemicals/Childrens-
Safe-Products-Act 

https://ecology.wa.gov/Regulations-Permits/Reporting-requirements/Reporting-for-Childrens-Safe-Products-Act/Chemicals-of-high-concern-to-children
https://ecology.wa.gov/Waste-Toxics/Reducing-toxic-chemicals/Childrens-Safe-Produ


Best Starts 
for Kids

A King County voter-approved initiative

• Prenatal development to adulthood

• Community-driven initiative

• Catalyzes strong early starts and 
sustains those gains as kids progress 
to adulthood.

• 2015-2020 ($400 million) - Served 
more than 500,000 children, youth, 
young adults, and families in 
partnership with more than five 
hundred community-based 
organizations.

• 2021-2027 ($800 million) to maintain 
investments in promotion, 
prevention and early intervention

www.kingcounty.gov/beststarts



Best Starts For Kids 
Investment Areas

• www.kingcounty.gov/beststarts

+ COVID-19 Relief Indoor Air Program



Integrating environmental health into BSK 
initiatives and other EH programs

• Childhood Lead Poisoning Prevention

• Toxics Exposure Reduction

Flame Retardant Free Nap Mats

BSK – Lead and Toxics Program



Nap Mats Example

https://toxicfreefuture.org/research/dont-sleep-on-it-toxic-flame-retardants-in-nap-mats/



Flame Retardants: Nap Mat Exchange

Determined a way to reduce 
children’s exposures to toxic flame 
retardants by substituting with 
flame retardant free nap mats 
through work Toxic Free Future.

1
Identified where interventions 
would be most impactful by 
working with partners in Best Starts 
for Kids, Child Care Health Team

2
2021 - Provided Flame Retardant 
Free Nap Mats - Worked with 
Community Based Organization, 
Child Care Resources (CCR) to 
distribute 2880 mat covers and 
2440 FR-free nap mats to child care 
providers serving low-income and 
BIPOC families.  Old mats were 
collected and properly disposed. 
Educational materials translated in 
5 languages.

3
2022 - Expanding Distribution of 
additional nap mats to more 
centers

4



Improving Indoor Air Quality

• Provide HEPA Air Cleaners to 
Schools and Child Cares to reduce 
COVID-19 transmission risks in 
most impacted communities and 
sectors

• Effective for COVID-19, asthma , 
wildfire smoke, and general health 
improvements

• Child Care Distribution
• 227 units through assessments 
• 222 during webinars
• 1220 through 7 Community Based 

Organizations to small and home 
based child cares

• 800 additional being distributed to 
small and home based child cares

• School Distribution
• 445 through requests for assistance
• 560 to prioritized schools
• Hundreds of Filter replacements



Using equity and COVID data to reduce 
COVID-19 indoor air transmission risks

Identify zip codes and 
sectors where COVID-19 risks 
and impacts are greatest

1

Identify best intervention 
strategies for different 
situations (e.g., worked with 
community partners in BSK to 
identify child cares with 
greatest need for assistance)

2

Provided technical assistance 
and HEPA Air Cleaners-
Worked with 7 Community 
Based Organizations and 
schools using an equity 
prioritization.

3

* Added benefits of this work include general health benefits, improved environments for kids with asthma, and 
improved resilience during wildfire smoke events



Environmental Health Challenge for Local Health

Current approach
- Our main tool is to reduce exposures to harmful chemicals

- Local/State Policy to remove exposure risks

- Expensive approach (health, time, funding)

Need to move upstream Move away from Exposure Reduction as our focus

Ultimate public health goal
Preventing environmental 
health hazards in the first place



Recommendations

• Uncertainty should not limit action – we 
should not wait for clear evidence of impacts 
on children 
• Any indication (epidemiological, toxicological, 

mechanistic)  regulatory action

• Practice equitable consideration of 
cumulative and aggregate exposures, at 
every step - risk assessment  policies that 
impact child health.

• Work across silos to find better solutions –
environment is only one factor on the road to 
health.

• Policies that facilitate environmental health 
are impactful. Policies should ensure kids 
environments are healthy, this responsibility 
should not be placed on parents and 
caregivers.

Source: https://kingcounty.gov/depts/health/data/~/media/depts/health/data/documents/the-race-gap.ashx



Thank you!

Shirlee Tan
Senior Toxicologist
Public Health – Seattle & King County
Shirlee.tan@kingcounty.gov

Image attributed to: https://www.ohchr.org/en/stories/2020/07/realising-childrens-rights-through-healthy-environment


