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Lead paint may have been used on:

• timber, plaster and cement-rendered walls as pink 
primers (undercoats) or enamel paints

• framing and fittings such as window frames, skirting 
boards, gutters, fascia and verandah rails

• metal surfaces that can rust, such as wrought iron, 
cast iron lace and window bars.

When is lead paint a danger?

Lead paint becomes dangerous when it peels, chalks 
(breaks down into dust) or flakes off the surface it’s on. 
Paint can be knocked or rubbed off by the movement of 
doors and windows, or from normal wear and tear.

Paint chips or dust can be ingested by children and 
pets. Fine dust can be breathed in or can contaminate  
a house, its contents and the surrounding area.

Some types of home maintenance and renovation can 
disturb lead paint and cause serious hazards for you, 
your family and neighbours. These hazards can be 
minimised with the right precautions and equipment.

Potential sources of lead in houses

Pre-2002 car exhaust fallout

Contaminated soil Wall cavity and underfloor dust

Burning wood 
and coal

Dust in ceiling

Interior and 
exterior paint

Industrial pollution
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Lead and your health

Historically, lead was widely used because it was 
cheap and its properties enhanced certain products.

Exposure to lead is linked with harmful effects on 
many organs and bodily functions. People of all 
ages may be harmed by lead but the risks are 
greatest for pregnant women, infants and children. 
Factors which influence the symptoms and health 
effects include the age and health status of the 
person, the amount of lead, and the duration of 
exposure. 

It is well established that elevated blood lead levels 
can have harmful effects including anaemia, kidney 
problems and neurological or developmental 
effects, particularly in children.

If you suspect that you or your family have 
been exposed to lead, visit your doctor for 
further advice. For more information regarding the 
health effects of lead please refer to the NHMRC 
Statement and Information Paper on the Health 
Effects of Lead at www.nhmrc.gov.au/health-topics/
lead-blood-levels.

Where has lead paint been used?

Paint containing lead was used in many Australian 
buildings prior to 1970, but those built more recently 
may also present a risk to your health. The amount 
of lead in paint has decreased significantly over the 
years – the older the paint the more likely it is to 
contain high levels of lead.

Year Maximum limit of lead in 
paint

Before 1970 50%
1970–1992 1%
1992–1997 0.25%
1997–today 0.1%

Some industrial coatings and specialised paints used 
today contain lead. These products must be labelled if 

they contain more than 0.1% lead – so you need to read 
the label.



What you can do

Assume paint in pre-1970 houses contains high 
levels of lead unless tests prove otherwise. Test 
paint in all parts of your home and yard before you 
start work. Buy a LEAD Group Kit, collect samples, 
and send them off for testing (see ‘Where to get 
advice’ section). Colour-change lead test kits are 
available at hardware stores, but are not as reliable 
as laboratory analysis.

If the paint is in good condition leave it alone 
or paint over it. Consider replacing painted 
components (e.g. doors, architraves, picture rails).

Hire a professional trained and qualified in safe 
lead paint work practices to remove old paint. If you 
remove it yourself take full precautions (see ‘Where 
to get advice’ section).

Tell neighbours about the job and keep paint flakes 
and dust out of your neighbour’s property.

Protect yourself and your family during 
renovations

• Where practical, children, pregnant women 
and pets should move out during paint removal 
renovations until the clean-up is finished.

• Wash hands and face before meals, and 
shower and change clothes when you finish 
work.

• Don’t smoke or carry cigarettes in the work 
area as you can breathe in lead dust in the 
cigarette smoke. Wash hands and face before 
smoking to stop lead from entering your mouth.

• Wash work clothes separately from other 
clothes and rinse the washing machine 
afterwards.

Prepare the work area being renovated

Outside: Lay plastic sheeting under the work area 
to protect your garden and children’s play area. 
Close windows and doors. 

Inside: Seal the work area off by covering floors, 
doors and windows with builder’s plastic and tape. 
Remove soft furnishings, curtains, carpets and 
other household items. If this is not possible then 
cover them with builder’s plastic. 

Use the right equipment and practices  
when painting or removing paint

Lead paint dust is a major health hazard. 

Do not dry-sand – dry-sanding or abrasive blasting 
produces large amounts of lead dust and debris. 
Wet the surface as you work and only wet-sand.

Wear an AS-1716-approved respirator fitted with P1 
(dust) or P2 (dust and fumes) filters and coveralls to 
prevent exposure to dust and fumes. Simple paper 
masks do not offer protection from fine dust due to 
poor facial fit.

Do not use open-flame torches or heat guns on 
lead paint as they create lead fumes.

Most solvent or caustic chemical strippers are a 
danger to you and the environment. Follow the 
manufacturer’s instructions when using these.

Do not use methylene chloride strippers.
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Prevent lead hazards during renovations

Wash hands and face
before meals and
after work is finished

 

Move out pregnant
women, children 
and pets

 

Don’t smoke in
the work area

Use wet-sanding 
and wet-scraping

Never use 
blow torches 
to strip paint

Clean up 
carefully

 

Wear a
respirator

    

Use plastic
sheeting to
contain dust
in the work
area

Clean up carefully after renovations

Clean up after renovating before pregnant women, children 
and pets return to the property.

Do not sweep or use your domestic vacuum cleaner.  
Wet-wash the work area with a phosphate detergent  
(e.g. liquid sugar soap) and rinse with clean water. Rinse 
mops and cloths to avoid spreading contaminated debris. 
Do not pour lead contaminated water down drains or on 
your garden.

Dispose of waste in sealed heavy duty plastic bags. Use a 
water spray bottle to wet down dust and debris on plastic 
sheeting before wrapping it up.

Do not burn painted wood, it liberates lead fume.

Where to get advice

For information on lead and the environment call NSW 
Environment Protection Authority (EPA) Environment Line 
on 131 555.

For further information and advice about protecting yourself 
from lead, testing for lead and removal services and 
guidelines for safe home renovation, call The LEAD Group 
on 1800 626 026 or (02) 9716 0014. Lead test kits are 
available from the Lead Group (www.leadsafeworld.com/
shop) and most hardware stores. 

Ask your doctor for information about blood tests and the 
effects of lead on your health.


