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Most people driving around these beautiful Hawaiian Islands see the palm trees swaying in the wind, a rainbow overhead or the aqua blue ocean waves rolling towards the shore. However, as we drive around the state, we see children biking or riding skateboards without helmets, teens drinking too many cans of Passion Orange, a toddler who weighs more than his third grade sibling, a preteen in the back of a moving pick-up truck and a preschooler without teeth because of dental decay.

The health trends for the youth of Hawaii are not good. In fact, for a state that uses the motto “the healthy state”, Hawaii falls behind the nation in several key areas of child and adolescent health promotion and disease prevention statistics. Almost all high school students (90%) who rode a bicycle during the past 12 months rarely or never wore a helmet and 54% of middle school students rarely or never wore a helmet while skateboarding or rollerblading. In addition, only 20% of high school students are exercising regularly and almost half of high school students watch more than 2 hours of television per school day.  Nationally, 11.4 percent of boys and girls 6 to 11 years old are classified as overweight. In a recent local study, 22% of boys and girls in this age group were overweight. Moreover, the study found that 23.8 percent of children 12 to 17 years old were overweight, compared with 10.5 percent of children ages 12 to 19 nationally.

Immunization rates for children have dropped to below the national average in the past two years. According to 2001 statistics released by the National Immunization Survey in August, only 73.4 percent of Hawaii infants 19 to 35 months had the four shots recommended for diphtheria, tetanus and pertussis; the three for polio; and the one for measles, mumps and rubella. That leaves nearly 27 percent of children that age without any or all shots needed to protect against those diseases.

The situation with the dental health of Hawaii’s youth is grim. A 1999 unpublished report by the DOH Dental Division revealed the following: dental caries (decayed or missing teeth) rates for the Hawaii’s youth ages 5-9 yr. old are 3.9 % compared to 1.8 % nationally; 75% of the 6-8 yr. olds in Hawaii have 1 or more dental caries compared to a national rate of 0.53%. Additionally, a five-year screening for Baby Bottle Syndrome revealed a rate of 13.6 % in Hawaii; almost three times the national rate of 5%.   

The good news is that with strong interventions such as public heath programs and individual risk counseling, these trends can improve. We know that the use of a bike helmet reduces the risk of head injury by 85%.  We believe that teaching parents to buy a bike helmet when their child gets their first bike and enforce its use at an early age will create a habit of helmet use later in life. 

In October immunization representatives from community agencies, health care providers, health care agencies, University of Hawaii Schools of Nursing and Medicine and public health officials created an advisory committee to develop strategies to reverse the downward trend of infant immunizations. Coordination and collaboration of key health and community leader’s efforts to increase infant immunizations is promising.

The U.S. Centers for Disease Control (CDC) have identified community fluoridation among the top “10” greatest Public Health Achievements of the 20th century. Community fluoridation has a record of safety and effectiveness in the U.S. for over 50 years. The benefits of fluoridated drinking water include 60-65 % reduction in tooth decay which is the result of a greater resistance to tooth decay in both primary and secondary teeth.  The resistance is a lifetime benefit, thus both children and adults benefit from this equally.  To go further, research has demonstrated a reduction in periodontal (gum) disease rates in areas where fluoridation is prevalent. Furthermore, reductions in dental disease translates into lower Medicaid claims resulting in decreased  health care costs, lowering dental health premiums, fewer missed days of school and work and lower risk for pain and infection.

Due to our current lack of fluoridation of Hawaii’s water supply our keikis are at greater risk for dental caries compared to their mainland counterparts.  From early infancy to adolescence these children deserve the opportunity and benefit of fluoridation which costs a mere $1.00 per child per year. For several decades legislators promoting the “Health State” have attempted to pass bills for water fluoridation but the efforts have been in vain. 

In summary, we are calling for your support by recommending the following actions

· Individual risk reduction counseling during every health care contact

· Support legislation that promotes child health issues such as helmet laws, fluoridation, school-based physical fitness, and mandated immunizations

· Multidisciplinary collaboration with public and private organizations and health care providers to implement health promotion and disease prevention initiatives

· Operate from an evidenced-based framework

As health care providers and concerned citizens, we call each one of you to appreciate the beauty of the islands and to accept the challenge and commitment to promote the health and well being of the children of the Islands. 

