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Introduction 

This report aims to show how lead exposure is still a very significant issue in the UK that 

continues to be a dangerous blind spot in health and environmental policy.  

The target audience is health and environmental policy leaders and politicians in the UK.   

All information presented here is from authoritative and reliable scientific, industrial or 

governmental published sources.  

Key Points 

The manifesto explains three key points about lead toxicity. How it: 

• Diminishes lives 

• Costs billions 

• Is preventable 
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Quotes 

Quotes from letters to Dame Cheryl Gillan, MP, shared with the author: 

“prevalence is likely to be higher in at-risk populations, in whom lead exposure may 

be a public health concern” Jo Churchill MP, Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State 

for Prevention, Public Health and Primary Care. 

“we agree that raising public awareness of lead poisoning is important” Duncan 

Selbie, Chief Executive, Public Health England. 
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For too many in the UK, lead seems to stand for: 

Lame  

Excuses  

And  

Denial 

This document is organised into sections dealing with the misunderstandings there are 

commonly around lead exposure and toxicity.  
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Haven’t we got rid of all the lead? 

Most people know that lead is toxic. Most people will 

know that leaded petrol was phased out in the UK in the 

decade up to the year 2000 (1). Maybe many also know 

that, in the UK, the lead concentration permitted in 

new house paint was reduced in stages between 1963  

(2) and 1992  (3). The problem is that the lead from 

these, and many other sources, is still around, still 

being added to, and we have learned that it is toxic at 

lower and lower levels. This diagram shows the change 

in knowledge. (4) 

 

The UK child action level is, this year, being reduced to 

5 µg Pb/dL blood (5). The USA may soon go to 3.5 µg 

Pb/dL blood (6). 

 

 

 

The science is also showing us that lead causes more conditions, and at lower levels, than 

previously thought. What may have seemed to be a reducing problem we now know is still a 

big problem  (7).  

 

Figure 3  

 

   

 

Lead exposure and toxicity should be major public health concerns in the UK.  
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https://www.pnas.org/content/118/26/e2102791118
https://cfpub.epa.gov/ols/catalog/advanced_full_record.cfm?&FIELD1=SUBJECT&INPUT1=Lead%2E&TYPE1=EXACT&LOGIC1=AND&COLL=&SORT_TYPE=MTIC&item_count=1145&item_accn=279069
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/1992/31/sld/made/data.htm?wrap=true
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6320665/
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/967402/hrp0521_LEICSS.pdf?fbclid=IwAR1JuQS26d52J6t1D_3oDsBPJwSqOxG8MlhWICWAyIIACY8fZeXaKmnjCxI
https://www.atsdr.cdc.gov/science/lpp/docs/Consensus-Report-LPP-RV-work-group-report-01-13-2017.pdf
http://rachel.org/files/document/Lead_Poisoning_in_Historical_Perspective.pdf
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All the lead is safely locked away 

Lead is all around us and, unless managed properly, can migrate into our bodies. Lead 

compounds mostly get into the body by ingestion or inhalation (8). Most inhaled lead 

contaminated dust is absorbed into the blood stream. Adults absorb up to 20% of ingested 

lead, but up to 80% on an empty stomach. Children absorb about 50%, but up to 100% on an 

empty stomach (9). 

Once absorbed lead is slowly excreted or deposited in the bones and teeth. Lead can be 

resorbed into the blood including in pregnancy, menopause or old age so we can be poisoned 

from within (10), (11). 

The utility of lead has led to ubiquity. Here are just some of the places where lead exposure 

can come from.          

    

 

  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4 

Road paint (12), kohl (13), playgrounds (14), glasses (15), aviation (16), the rest and many 

more (17). 

Lead is common in the UK human environment. Children are especially vulnerable.  
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https://www.atsdr.cdc.gov/csem/leadtoxicity/exposure_routes.html
https://www.atsdr.cdc.gov/csem/leadtoxicity/biologic_fate.html
https://academic.oup.com/aje/article/156/12/1088/151855
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/29865081/
http://www.speciation.net/News/EU-court-rules-Commission-authorisation-of-lead-chromate-pigments-was-illegal-;~/2019/03/12/9006.html
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.envres.2020.109658
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0048969715310585?via%3Dihub
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.scitotenv.2017.10.164
https://ehp.niehs.nih.gov/doi/10.1289/ehp.1003231
https://www.yumpu.com/en/document/read/3343733/where-lead-hides-hydrauscedu-university-of-southern-california
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It takes a lot of lead to causing poisoning 

Lead is a very powerful toxin. The USA FDA interim reference level (IRL) for children is 3µg 

Pb/day (18), (19). That is 3 millionths of a gram. The IRL for adults is 12.5µg. 

For context, a 5m roll of 6mm self-adhesive lead window strip weighs 200g  (20). If that was 

shared equally in food, it would be enough lead to exceed the FDA daily child IRL for the 

entire population of the UK, about 67 million. Let’s hope all the lead stays where it is!   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5 

For adults it would take four windows. It should be noted that the IRL has a 10 times safety 

margin. This can also be illustrated in terms of spreading lead contaminated dust in homes.  

 

 

Figure 6 

It takes very little lead to damage health. It just depends on how much, how often and for 

how long.  

One window with enough lead to 

exceed the child IRL for the entire UK 

population for one day 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0273230019302806
https://www.fda.gov/food/metals-and-your-food/lead-food-foodwares-and-dietary-supplements
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Adhesive-Windows-Rectangle-Template-Included/dp/B00IDAE7BC/ref=asc_df_B00IDAE7BC/?tag=googshopuk-21&linkCode=df0&hvadid=345482801649&hvpos=&hvnetw=g&hvrand=5299290183824862474&hvpone=&hvptwo=&hvqmt=&hvdev=c&hvdvcmdl=&hvlocint=&hvlocphy=1006750&hvtargid=pla-372579023754&psc=1
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I have never heard of anyone with lead poisoning  

Lead is a general-purpose toxin. It impacts many organs and causes harm throughout life. 

Thankfully, acute lead poisoning is rare, but the cumulative load from chronic lead exposure 

can cause many, all too familiar, conditions.  

The harm from lead can occur at levels considered to be below the UK ‘reference’ range - 

10.35 to 14.5 µg Pb/dL blood (21)  (22). A 2012 US National Toxicological Programme 

monograph (23) on lead reviewed around 600 scientific papers and concluded that there was 

sufficient or limited evidence that the following conditions can be attributed to an elevated 

blood lead concentration (eBLC) below 10 µg Pb/dL blood; and, for some, below 5 µg Pb/dL 

blood.  

 Babies  

• Low birth weight 

• Reduced post-natal growth 

 Children • Problem behaviours 

• Attention problems 

• Lower academic achievement 

• Decreased IQ 

• Reduced cognitive function 

• Decreased hearing 

• Delayed puberty 

Pregnancy  
 
 

• Miscarriage 

• Reduced foetal growth 

• Preterm birth 

Adults  

• Kidney disease 

• Increased blood pressure 

• Essential tremor 

• Psychological effects; depression, anxiety, 
panic 

• Cardiovascular disease; stroke, heart attack, 
coronary 

Figure 7 

More recent evidence shows that lead is linked to autism  (24),  (25),  (26), (27),  (28), (29), 

(30), (31), (32); and possibly dementia and Alzheimer’s disease  (33),  (34), (35), (36), (37). 

 

Many are suffering these diseases and, for some, this could have been caused by lead 

exposure.  

http://pathology.royalberkshire.nhs.uk/ranges.asp
https://www.esht.nhs.uk/wp-content/uploads/2017/08/Clinical-Biochemistry-reference-ranges-handbook.pdf
https://ntp.niehs.nih.gov/ntp/ohat/lead/final/monographhealtheffectslowlevellead_newissn_508.pdf
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/28569757/
https://www.nih.gov/news-events/news-releases/baby-teeth-link-autism-heavy-metals-nih-study-suggests
https://www.hindawi.com/journals/jt/2009/532640/
https://journals.lww.com/mecpsychiatry/fulltext/2011/01000/Study_of_some_biomarkers_in_hair_of_children_with.2.aspx
https://www.hindawi.com/journals/bn/2015/545674/
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/1362361305053255
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0048969715303727
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0048969715303727
https://www.liebertpub.com/doi/abs/10.1089/acm.2007.0610
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4017810/
https://content.iospress.com/articles/journal-of-alzheimers-disease/jad180267
https://alz-journals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1016/j.jalz.2016.06.1239
https://journals.lww.com/environepidem/Fulltext/2019/06000/Association_between_blood_lead_level_and.1.aspx
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fncel.2015.00124/full
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/1533317518794032
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Very few people are affected today 

Some say that most people's risk of lead poisoning is very small nowadays (38). It is more 

likely that GPs see several patients every day who are suffering some effects of lead toxicity, 

but do not recognise it; or their patients are pre-symptomatic. 

We can look at this as the number who had an eBLC that exceeds the new Public Health 

England child action level of 5 µg Pb/dL (39).  

The last time we did any sampling of people with eBLCs was in the mid-1990s. Some, 

toddlers and pregnant women, was part of the “Children of the 90s” project in Avon (40), 

(41).  Other studies sampled older children and adult participants, (42), (43). 

The proportions with eBLCs were:     

 

Figure 8 

Not much has changed since then. The last leaded petrol has been phased out, but emissions 

were already less than ¼ of the peak at that time (44) so there may not have been much 

improvement.  

We don’t have any more recent population prevalence data, but there are some indications.  

• Unicef estimate that 214,000 under 19 UK olds have eBLCs (45) 

• In the USA, the CDC estimated that 535,000 1-5 year olds have eBLCs. In population 

terms, that would equate to 108,000 in the UK (46) 

• The 360DustAnalysis project (47), (48) has found, so far, that 11% of UK 

homes (n= 146) have lead levels in dust high enough (299ppm) to cause children 

aged 1-3 to have eBLCs (49) - assuming Australian parameters can be applied to the 

UK  (50), (51). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Until a prevalence study is carried out we should assume that lead exposure remains a 

significant health problem in the UK.  

https://www.nhsinform.scot/illnesses-and-conditions/infections-and-poisoning/lead-poisoning
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/967402/hrp0521_LEICSS.pdf
https://adc.bmj.com/content/94/11/844
https://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0072371
https://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0072371
https://www.nature.com/articles/1000771
http://www.iehconsulting.co.uk/IEH_Consulting/IEHCPubs/HumExpRiskAssess/R9.pdf
https://naei.beis.gov.uk/overview/pollutants?pollutant_id=17
https://www.unicef.org/reports/toxic-truth-childrens-exposure-to-lead-pollution-2020
https://www.cdc.gov/nceh/lead/publications/lead-infographic-final-full.pdf
https://www.360dustanalysis.com/
https://www.mapmyenvironment.com/
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0160412019320021?via%3Dihub
https://semspub.epa.gov/work/HQ/176284.pdf
http://www.nepc.gov.au/system/files/resources/93ae0e77-e697-e494-656f-afaaf9fb4277/files/schedule-b7-appendix-c-blood-lead-model-sep10.pdf
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Lead doesn’t cause illnesses in many people 

Lead is, of course, just one of many influences on our life long health. Like many diseases 

establishing how much morbidity and mortality can be attributed to any one cause can be 

complex and difficult (52). 

The proportions, or burden, of diseases that can be attributed to lead toxicity has been 

reported in some studies. In the following table the percentage of cases of some conditions 

that have been found to be attributable to lead are applied to the numbers with each 

condition in the UK; or the whole UK population as appropriate (53).  

Further research would be needed to really validate these numbers and assumptions, but 

they do give an indication of the scale of the problem in the UK. 

Based On Condition, 
percentage 

attributable to 
lead 

Percentage 
attributable to 

lead 

UK occurrence 
of the 

condition 

Estimated 
UK 

numbers 
attributable 

to lead * 
Braun et al, 
Environmental 
Health 
Perspectives, 

USA, 2006 
 (54) 
 
(n=4,704) 

ADHD  
21.1% (95% CI, 
4.6–25.9%) 

 

 

 
2% - 5% 

 
Children and 

adults (55)  (56) 
(57) 

 
 

280,547 - 
701,366 
@ 21.1% 

Lanphear et al, 
The Lancet 
Public Health, 
USA, 2018  

 (58) 

Cardiovascular 
disease 
mortality 
28·7% (15·5–
39·5) 

 

 
168,472 deaths 

in 2017 (59) 

 
26,113 - 
 66,546   

deaths per 
year 

(n=14,289) Coronary 
heart disease 
mortality 
37·4% (23·4–
48·6) 

 

 
66,341 

deaths in 2017 
(59) 

 
15,524  - 
32,242 

deaths per 
year 

 All-cause 
mortality 
18·0% (95% CI 
10·9–26·1) 
 

 

 
593,410 

deaths in 2019 
(53) 

 
64,682 - 
154,880 

deaths per 
year 

Figure 9 

* This is assuming that these percentages can be applied to the UK population. 

 

It is probable that large numbers of people in the UK are affected by lead toxicity. Some for 

their whole lives.   

https://open.oregonstate.education/epidemiology/chapter/causality-and-causal-thinking-in-epidemiology/
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/populationandmigration/populationestimates/bulletins/annualmidyearpopulationestimates/mid2019estimates#births-deaths-and-international-migration
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC1764142/
https://www.adhdfoundation.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/03/An-Employers-Guide-to-ADHD-in-the-Workplace.pdf
https://www.adhdcoaching.org/adhdfacts
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2018/oct/05/too-few-children-receiving-treatment-for-adhd-figures-suggest
https://www.thelancet.com/pdfs/journals/lanpub/PIIS2468-26671830025-2.pdf
https://www.bhf.org.uk/-/media/files/research/heart-statistics/bhf-statistics-compendium-2019-final.pdf?la=en
https://www.bhf.org.uk/-/media/files/research/heart-statistics/bhf-statistics-compendium-2019-final.pdf?la=en
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/populationandmigration/populationestimates/bulletins/annualmidyearpopulationestimates/mid2019estimates#births-deaths-and-international-migration
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Do other countries do anything about lead? 

Denmark 

• There is a general ban on products containing lead compounds and a ban on many 

items made of metallic lead (60). 

France 

• All houses built before 1949 are tested for lead paint on sale or rent  (61). 

• Screening is targeted following detection of risk factors on a lead risk questionnaire 

administered at age 9 and 24-months. (62) 

USA 

• All children on Medicaid, and all the children in 11 states, are offered screening for 

eBLCs (63). About 4 million tests are done each year.  (64) 

• Sale or rent of housing built before 1978 (65) requires: 

o Disclosure of any lead paint  

o A "Lead Warning Statement" attachment or insertion in the contract 

o An EPA leaflet  (66) (see below)  

• Programmes mandate lead-safe working: 
o The Lead Renovation, Repair and Painting Program defines 

lead-safe work practices (67). 

o Contractors working on lead paint in homes or child-care 

facilities must be certified (68). 
o Trainers are also accredited (69). 

o Lead testing laboratories are accredited (70) 

o Lead laws can, and do, get enforced (71).  

• There is a federal Childhood Lead Poisoning Prevention Program supported by state 

and city programs (72). 

• The President’s Task Force on Environmental Health Risks and Safety Risks to 

Children focusses strongly on lead (73). 

 

Figure 11 

Some other countries, particularly the USA, are well ahead of the UK in lead poisoning 

prevention.  

Figure 10 

https://eng.mst.dk/chemicals/chemicals-in-products/legal-framework-for-managing-chemicals/fact-sheets/fact-sheet-lead/
https://www.frenchentree.com/french-property/lead-in-your-french-home/
https://www.hcsp.fr/Explore.cgi/Telecharger?NomFichier=hcsps20140523_expoplombnouvobgest_en.pdf
https://www.reuters.com/investigates/special-report/lead-poisoning-testing-gaps/
https://www.cdc.gov/nceh/lead/data/national.htm
https://www.epa.gov/lead/real-estate-disclosures-about-potential-lead-hazards
https://www.epa.gov/sites/production/files/2020-04/documents/lead-in-your-home-booklet-color-2020-508.pdf
https://www.epa.gov/lead/lead-renovation-repair-and-painting-program
https://www.epa.gov/lead/renovation-repair-and-painting-program-contractors
https://www.epa.gov/lead/renovation-repair-and-painting-program-training-providers
https://www.epa.gov/lead/national-lead-laboratory-accreditation-program-nllap
https://www.epa.gov/enforcement/enforcing-lead-laws-and-regulations
https://www.cdc.gov/nceh/lead/about/program.htm#:~:text=CDC%E2%80%99s%20Childhood%20Lead%20Poisoning%20Prevention%20Program%20is%20dedicated,children%20to%20recommended%20services,%20and%20targeted%20population-based%20interventions.
https://ptfceh.niehs.nih.gov/activities/lead-exposures/index.htm
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You can’t compare the USA to the UK 

Perhaps not. It’s worse in the UK!  

We banned lead paint later: 

USA 1978 (74) 

UK 1992 (75) 

Also, lead in paint started to be restricted in France, Belgium and Austria in 1909 

(76). Soon followed, from 1922, by Estonia, Sweden, Spain, Poland, Latvia, Bulgaria, 

Chile, Romania and many others (77). 

More housing was built before lead paint was banned. In both cases, lead paint use fell 

before the final ban. This chart shows the percentage of homes built before these bans. 

 USA 55%  (78)  

UK  82% (79) 

We banned leaded petrol later: 

USA 1996 (80) 

UK 2000 (81) 

We did ban lead pipes for drinking water earlier, 

USA 1986 (82) 

UK 1969 (83) 

but we have a bigger proportion of housing remaining with lead pipes somewhere in the 

supply 

UK 6.2 million (84) out of 28 million. USA 6.1 million (85) out of 128 million 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

If lead exposure is a problem in the USA, then it is almost certainly a problem in the UK.  

      

  
        

        

        

        

     

   

https://ecfr.federalregister.gov/current/title-16/chapter-II/subchapter-B/part-1303
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/1992/31/sld/made/data.htm?wrap=true
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC1446124/pdf/10630135.pdf
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC1446124/pdf/10630135.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:12100:0::NO:12100:P12100_INSTRUMENT_ID:312158:NO
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/english-housing-survey-2014-to-2015-housing-stock-report
https://www.statista.com/statistics/1042458/home-age-usa/
https://www.eia.gov/energyexplained/gasoline/gasoline-and-the-environment-leaded-gasoline.php#:~:text=Effective%20January%201%2C%201996%2C%20leaded,farm%20equipment%2C%20and%20marine%20engines.
https://api.parliament.uk/historic-hansard/lords/1998/may/12/leaded-petrol-abolition
https://nepis.epa.gov/Exe/ZyNET.exe/P100NEMU.TXT?ZyActionD=ZyDocument&Client=EPA&Index=1995+Thru+1999&Docs=&Query=&Time=&EndTime=&SearchMethod=1&TocRestrict=n&Toc=&TocEntry=&QField=&QFieldYear=&QFieldMonth=&QFieldDay=&IntQFieldOp=0&ExtQFieldOp=0&XmlQuery=&File=D%3A%5Czyfiles%5CIndex%20Data%5C95thru99%5CTxt%5C00000037%5CP100NEMU.txt&User=ANONYMOUS&Password=anonymous&SortMethod=h%7C-&MaximumDocuments=1&FuzzyDegree=0&ImageQuality=r75g8/r75g8/x150y150g16/i425&Display=hpfr&DefSeekPage=x&SearchBack=ZyActionL&Back=ZyActionS&BackDesc=Results%20page&MaximumPages=1&ZyEntry=1&SeekPage=x&ZyPURL
https://www.stwater.co.uk/my-supply/tap-water/my-water-pipes/lead-replacement-scheme/
https://wwtonline.co.uk/features/lead-pipe-removal-taking-the-lead
https://awwa.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.5942/jawwa.2016.108.0086
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If lead was a problem the government would do something 

The UK is not without any legislation that specifically references lead and there are some 

more general regulations.  Some lead specific examples are: 

The Control of Lead at Work Regulations (CLAW) 2002 (86). 

A key point in these regulations are occupational exposure blood lead levels which are: 

Employee Action Level Suspension Level 
Woman of reproductive capacity 25 µg/dL 30 µg/dL 
Young person 40 µg/dL 50 µg/dL 
Any other employee 50 µg/dL 60 µg/dL 

It should be noted that these are all above the Public Health England action level for adults 

of 10 µg/dL (87). 

Related to the CLAW is the Approved Code of Practice  (88). This provides details on how 

employers can comply with the regulations.  

The Health and Safety Executive conviction history register (89) records that just 6 

businesses have been fined over the last 9 years for breaches of the CLAW.  

Housing Health and Safety Rating System (HHSRS) 2006 (90),  (91) 

Lead poisoning is classified as a Class 2 harm (out of seven). It is noted that there are 

indications that ‘low’ levels of lead can impact IQ in children.  

The main causes of lead exposure are stated as lead based paint in pre-1970’s properties and 

from lead or lead-soldered pipework accompanied by plumbo-solvent water. Industrial 

sources and lead in soil from leaded petrol and paint removal are also noted.  

It is noted that there are no UK guideline levels for lead in house dust, but there are statutory 

levels in water (92) and guidelines for soil (93).   

The Hazardous Waste (England and Wales) Regulations 2005 (94) 

The definition of ‘hazardous’ in Schedule II includes lead and lead compounds. However, 

this is replaced in The Waste (England and Wales) Regulations 2011 by more general 

definitions of “harmful” or “toxic”.  

No specific levels to define “hazardous” are provided. Waste is defined as “toxic” if the listed 

constituents may involve serious, acute or chronic health risks and even death. Premises that 

produce less than 200Kg hazardous waste in 12 months are exempt from these regulations. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Some lead related legislation exists in the UK, but enforcement seems limited.  

https://www.hse.gov.uk/pubns/books/l132.htm
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/967402/hrp0521_LEICSS.pdf
https://www.hse.gov.uk/pubns/priced/l132.pdf
https://resources.hse.gov.uk/convictions-history/default.asp
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2004/34/pdfs/ukpga_20040034_en.pdf?timeline=true
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/15810/142631.pdf
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2016/614/made
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0160412018313138?via%3Dihub
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2005/894/made
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No one is worried about lead exposure these days 

Anecdotally, it seems that many businesses, and their employees, do not know about lead 

risks. However, some industry bodies and government agencies do provide information.  

 

PaintSafe is an initiative developed by the 

British Coatings Federation 

 

 

Advice on lead paint in older homes 

 

 

The Chartered Institute of Plumbing and 

Heating Engineering. Lead Poisoning. 

 

 

Drinking Water Inspectorate. Lead in 

drinking water 

 

 

Lead Pipe Removal: Taking the 

Lead. It is estimated that around 

6.1 million UK homes may still 

have some element of lead 

pipework 

 

Water companies in England have made “no 

significant progress” on lead 50 years after 

use of lead pipes were made illegal 

 

Health and Safety Executive. Old lead paint 

What you need to know as a busy builder 

 

 

Many agree there is a problem, information is available, but we believe awareness and action 

is lacking.  

https://www.coatings.org.uk/paintsafe
https://www.coatings.org.uk/paintsafe
https://www.coatings.org.uk/paintsafe
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/advice-on-lead-paint-in-older-homes
https://cdn.dwi.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/23151703/lead.pdf
https://www.ciphe.org.uk/consumer/public-health/lead-poisoning/
https://wwtonline.co.uk/features/lead-pipe-removal-taking-the-lead
https://www.waterbriefing.org/home/regulation-and-legislation/item/17436-dwi-water-companies-in-england-have-made-no-significant-progress
https://www.hse.gov.uk/pubns/cis79.pdf
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It will be too expensive to fix 

Costs 
It is much more expensive to do nothing. Here are some estimates of the economic cost of 

lead exposure. 

Cost/year Source 

£8Bn 
Unicef estimate that in the European Union the 
economic burden associated with childhood lead 
exposure is 0.31% of GDP or $58 billion. That equates 
to £8 billion per year for the UK. (95), (96) 

€23Bn 
A study in France estimated the overall benefits of 
reducing eBLCs. At 1.5 μg Pb/dL the annual benefit 
was estimated to be €23 billion  (97) 

$43Bn 
A study in the USA estimated that the annual costs of 
lead poisoning is $43.4 billion. (98) 

 

Costs of lead exposure are incurred in health care, parental work loss, increases in special 

education needs and reduction in lifetime earnings (99). 

Return on investment 
A 2009 study (100) in the USA estimated the social and economic benefits of lead hazard 

control. The study examined conservative and optimistic returns on investment. The 

smallest return on investment was estimated to be 17:1 going up to 221:1 with more 

optimistic assumptions.  

Every £1 returns at least £17(maybe £221!) 

Maybe not all these returns can be found, but by focusing on the worst first, the cost benefit 
balance looks very worthwhile pursuing. 
 
 
“Some of the best tools we can use to keep our children safe from lead exposure are the most 
accessible and inexpensive: education, testing, paint, and soap and water.” Oneida County, 
New York 
 
 

Managing lead exposure could yield significant savings for the country.  

https://med.nyu.edu/departments-institutes/pediatrics/divisions/environmental-pediatrics/research/policy-initiatives/economic-costs-childhood-lead-exposure-low-middle-income-countries
https://www.unicef.org/media/73246/file/The-toxic-truth-children%E2%80%99s-exposure-to-lead-pollution-2020.pdf
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/21599937/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC1240919/pdf/ehp0110-000721.pdf
https://web.law.columbia.edu/sites/default/files/microsites/clinics/health-advocacy/texas_cba.pdf
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2717145/
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There is nothing that can be done 

There are many things that could be done to reduce the prevalence of lead exposure 

in the UK. Many would not be expensive. Here are some examples: 

Trade Bodies 

 

o Home surveys to including warnings, or tests, together with informative 

leaflets 

o Establish a ‘lead safe’ training and accreditation scheme for decorators and 

builders together with accreditation of trainers 

o The British Coatings Federation to recommend that paint containers to have 

better warnings explaining what precautions to take and where to find more 

information, e.g. “PaintSafe” (101), including recommendations about safe 

removal and disposal of old paint. 

Retailers 

 

o Builders’ merchants and DIY stores to stock lead paint and water testing kits 

o Antique shops to provide warnings on furniture, ceramics, doors, toys, etc. 

o Provide free paint stirrers with warnings, such as: 

 

 

Manufacturers 

 

o All vacuum cleaners to feature HEPA filters 

o Abrasives to have warnings on papers and packaging 

o Power sanders to have warnings on packaging 

o Paint stripper to warn that lead could be left exposed 

o Develop light aircraft engines that run on unleaded fuel 

o Develop semi-quantitative red-amber-green dust tests 

o Develop lead-free alternatives to lead lines on windows and doors 

Services 

 

o Develop a list of service providers including paint, dust, soil, water and blood 

testing together with cleaning and consultancy services 

o Maintain a list of accredited lead-safe decorators and renovators 

o Maintain a list of accredited laboratories like the NLLAP in the USA (102).  

o Door dippers to provide warnings to customers and employees  

o Double glazing installers to provide warnings where lead decoration is applied 

especially if accessible to children 

https://coatings.org.uk/paintsafe.aspx
https://www.epa.gov/lead/national-lead-laboratory-accreditation-program-list
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Health Policy 

 

o GPs to be taught about the dangers of lead exposure and to 

recognise BLCs lower than the “normal range” as a health risk 

o Public Health England to conduct monitoring and research into UK blood lead 

levels 

o Introduce screening of children for elevated blood lead levels particularly 

those living in older homes or urban areas. See “The Scafell Project”. 

o Screen pregnant and pre-conceptual women for eBLCs. 

 

Figure 12 

Governmental 

 

Advisory 

 

o Establish a dedicated online lead poisoning prevention information service  

o Provide public information leaflets in GP surgeries and elsewhere 

o Setup a lead information hotline as they have in the USA 

o Improve DEFRA advice on DIY and fix the broken link on the website 

 

Regulatory 

 

o Test schools, playgrounds and children’s activity centres for lead in paint, 

dust, soil and water 

o Implement equivalent of the US ‘Renovation, Repair and Painting’ standard 

o Lower CLAW suspension, action and surveillance levels 

o Define and enforce post-work lead contaminated dust clearance standards 

o Define and enforce procedures for safe disposal of lead contaminated waste 

o Require contractors to have lead-safe training accreditation 

o Lead metal should be installed out of reach in normal use 

o Approved warning messages on relevant products 

o Require pre-rent and pre-sale lead clearance tests or inspections 

o Lead-contaminated plastics should not recycled into new products unless the 

lead is removed 

o Brass used in plumbing fixtures for drinking water should have no more than 

0.25% lead as per NSF/ANSI 372 (103). 

 

 
  

https://d2evkimvhatqav.cloudfront.net/documents/wd_nsf_372_technical_req.pdf?mtime=20200417153427&focal=none
https://leadsafeworld.com/the-scafell-project/
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Legislative 

 

o Ban leaded fuel in light aircraft and racing cars 

o Ban import of lead based PCV stabilisers 

o Extend Housing Health and Safety Rating System (HHSRS) to adults 

o Phase out lead shot, bullets and propellant in recreational shooting  (104). 

o Other lead compounds, in addition to lead carbons and lead sulphates, (105), 

should be banned from most paint so that lead, as a component or 

contaminant, does not exceed the UNEP level of 90ppm (106). 
 

The USA Centers for Disease Control and Prevention remind us…. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

There is a lot that can be done to manage the risk of lead exposure and toxicity.  

Figure 13 

https://edm.parliament.uk/early-day-motion/52444/ban-on-the-sale-possession-and-use-of-lead-ammunition
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2006/3311/made
https://wedocs.unep.org/bitstream/handle/20.500.11822/22417/Model_Law_Guidance_%20Lead_Paint.pdf?sequence=7
https://www.cdc.gov/nceh/lead/prevention/infographic-lead-poisoning-preventable.htm#:~:text=The%20good%20news%3A%20Lead%20poisoning%20is%20100%25%20preventable.&text=If%20you%20are%20pregnant%20or,a%20home%20built%20before%201978.
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Conclusions 

This poster from the Nevada Childhood Lead Poisoning Prevention Program provides a 

useful summary (Includes acute effects at higher eBLCs) (107)

 

Figure 14 

Instead of Laziness, Excuses, Apathy and Denial let’s make lead mean: 

Legislation,  Education   And   Decontamination.  

https://nvclppp.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/Tuesday-IG12-SafeCrawls.jpg
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What’s next for health policy leaders? 

This is an opportunity to help hundreds of thousands and save billions. Health policy leaders 

and politicians can make this happen. Here are some things that could be done very soon: 

• Form an All-Party Parliamentary Lead and Health Group. 

• Establish a Lead Exposure and Prevention Advisory Committee as in the USA 

(108). 

• Commission eBLC prevalence surveys and regular, active surveillance. 

• Include lead poisoning prevention in the NHS Long Term Plan  (109).  

• Add lead toxicity to the “Giving every child the best start in life” programme. (110)  

• Include lead exposure in the “Building our Future Laying the Foundations for 

Healthy Homes and Buildings” white paper (111) 

• The National Screening Committee (112) can recommend screening for children 

and endorse The Scafell Project (113). 

• Implement the recommendations in the Lead Exposure In Children Surveillance 

System 2019 report (39) . 

 

Keep in mind these points: 

• US EPA   

• “Lead poisoning: number one environmental health threat to 

children ages six and younger in the U.S.”  (114). 

• Ben Carson, US Housing and Urban Development 

• “National Lead Poisoning Prevention Week is one of our most 

important educational campaigns” (115). 

• US Presidential Task Force  

• Current Priority Activity: Federal Lead Action Plan 

Implementation (116). 

• Benjamin Franklin, July 31, 1786, letter on lead poisoning: 

• “you will observe with concern how long a useful truth may be 

known and exist, before it is generally received and practiced 

on”.  

• 235 years is definitely too long. 

 

 

 

“You may choose to look the other way, but you can never say again that you did not know.” 

William Wilberforce.  

https://www.cdc.gov/nceh/lead/advisory/lepac.htm
https://www.cdc.gov/nceh/lead/advisory/lepac.htm
https://www.longtermplan.nhs.uk/publication/nhs-long-term-plan/
https://publichealthmatters.blog.gov.uk/2021/03/17/giving-every-child-the-best-start-in-life/
https://healthyhomesbuildings.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/HHB-APPG-White-Paper-V1.pdf
https://legacyscreening.phe.org.uk/leadpoisoning
https://leadsafeworld.com/the-scafell-project/
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/967402/hrp0521_LEICSS.pdf
https://archive.epa.gov/epapages/newsroom_archive/newsreleases/5e312cbe6666dca8852579340068ebef.html
https://www.hud.gov/press/press_releases_media_advisories/HUD_No_20_188
https://ptfceh.niehs.nih.gov/activities/lead-exposures/index.htm
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Appendix A – Further reading and viewing 

 

Web Sites 
United States, Centres for Disease Control, Lead 

United States, Environment Protection Agency, Lead 

World Health Organization, Lead Poisoning and Health 

American Academy of Pediatrics, Lead Exposure and Lead Poisoning 

Lead Safe World UK 

The LEAD Group 

LEAPP Alliance 

Lead Containing Materials Association 

Lead In The Water 

 

 

Reports 
Unicef, The Toxic Truth 

United States, US National Toxicological Programme, Monograph, Health Effects of Low-

Level 

United States, Environment Protection Agency, Integrated Science Assessment 

for Lead 

SW Londoner, ‘I was constantly paranoid’ the danger of lead paint in UK homes 

 

Videos 
Oneida County Health Department, New York state, "Lead Poisoning: The Perfect Predator" 

Alameda County, California, “Together We Can Conquer Lead Poisoning” 

TVNZ, “How much does NZ really know about the risks of lead?” 

Unicef, Why lead poisoning is a danger to your child's health – “Put lead to bed” 

  

https://www.cdc.gov/nceh/lead/default.htm
https://www.epa.gov/lead
https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/lead-poisoning-and-health
https://www.aap.org/en-us/advocacy-and-policy/aap-health-initiatives/lead-exposure/Pages/default.aspx
https://leadsafeworld.com/uk-home/
https://www.lead.org.au/
https://leadsafeworld.com/leapp/
https://lcmassociation.org/
https://leadinthewater.com/
https://www.unicef.org/media/73246/file/The-toxic-truth-children%E2%80%99s-exposure-to-lead-pollution-2020.pdf
https://ntp.niehs.nih.gov/ntp/ohat/lead/final/monographhealtheffectslowlevellead_newissn_508.pdf
https://ntp.niehs.nih.gov/ntp/ohat/lead/final/monographhealtheffectslowlevellead_newissn_508.pdf
https://cfpub.epa.gov/ncea/isa/recordisplay.cfm?deid=255721
https://cfpub.epa.gov/ncea/isa/recordisplay.cfm?deid=255721
https://www.swlondoner.co.uk/life/15032021-i-was-constantly-paranoid-the-danger-of-lead-paint-in-uk-homes/?fbclid=IwAR0m-vrtPgyQL0ElVeJoFLkmxICaGlRIOPGo1VX9sovH4gYdMrVb42-Gmy0
http://cceoneida.com/home-garden/your-home/healthy-homes/-lead-poisoning-the-perfect-predator
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VZ-G9bjffvw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6-21lwnDLEw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=L-crRQLn_p0
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Appendix D - Notes from the author 

Contents in this document have been selected to comply with copyright, attribution and 

reference requirements. All information presented is the author’s opinion. If you feel that a 

mistake has been made please contact the author at uk1@leadsafeworld.com. 

If you represent a lead using business and feel threatened by the contents, there is no need to 

take legal, or illegal, action against me. I have no wish to be a martyr for this cause, but feel I 

am well placed to help in a small way to improve the health and wealth of the country 

through this campaign. Your help would be welcomed.  

I do not believe it would be helpful to seek to blame, or hold responsible, any individual or 

organisation for lead exposure. Everyone has benefited from the use of lead, so there should 

be collective responsibility for resolving the consequential health issues. This is best 

addressed through government agencies. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“Let us not seek to fix the blame for the past. Let us accept our own responsibility for the future” 

John F Kennedy 
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