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LITTLE ROCK - The physical well being of Arkansas children would improve greatly if they were better educated, according to a comprehensive report released by the state's top public health officials.
An example is lack of awareness about the need for seat belts. The percentage of Arkansas children who die from accidents "greatly exceeds that for the nation," according to the report.
Nationwide, fatal accidents kill 30 young children out of every 100,000. In Arkansas the percentage is far greater; fatal accidents kill 52 young children out of every 100,000. This age group is made up of children between one and four.
The statistics are also bad for older children, aged five to 14. Fatal accidents kill 27 out of every 100,000 Arkansas children in this age group, compared to 17 out of every 100,000 nationwide.

An official at Arkansas Children's Hospital said the emergency room is "clobbered," especially on holiday weekends, with trauma victims who would have been spared serious injury if they had worn seat belts. He also said the emergency room treats numerous children who were hurt riding all-terrain vehicles. Many of the victims are children too young or too small to ride the vehicles safely by themselves.

Better health education would prevent numerous problems that result from childhood obesity, the report concluded. It recommended an expansion of school nursing and school health programs, not only to improve the diets of young people but also to promote preventative care.
Arkansas has made great strides in providing children with greater access to health care, mainly through the expanded Medicaid program known as ARKids First. Eligible children mostly use ARKids First when they get sick, and are not taking full advantage of preventative services such as early screening and diagnosis for potentially serious illnesses. 

Of course the children cannot be faulted. More efficient use of ARKids First is a goal for parents,  physicians and school health personnel. 
Thanks to ARKids First, Arkansas is a national leader in reducing the number of children who lack health insurance. The next step is to take better advantage of it through more screenings and early testing.

Along the same lines, the report recommended that public health officials compile a registry, to keep track of all children's history of immunizations and screenings.

Enhanced health education would prevent health problems experienced by older children who experiment with drugs, sex, tobacco and alcohol.
The report is called "Natural Wonders, the State of Children's Health Care in Arkansas." It was compiled by a broad range of health care providers, government agencies and non-profit organizations. Last week was the first time such a comprehensive report has been issued in Arkansas, and officials say they want it to become an annual report card on the status of children's health in the state.

Some of its findings were astounding. A fourth of Arkansas children under the age of five are living in poverty, compared to 18 percent nationwide. This matters because economic conditions affect children's health. 
