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Leaded Petrol Timeline 
By the Partnership for Clean Fuels and Vehicles (PCFV) of the UN, 23rd August 2021 

This document tells the story of leaded petrol, from its first commercial use, through its spread and the 

campaign to end it, until its complete phase-out in 2021.  

Until 1922:  

 Lead had been known to be toxic as early as Roman times.  

 In the mid-19th century Tetraethyllead (TEL) had been identified chemically and its effectiveness was 
discovered in 1921 by the General Motors research laboratory. TEL was first being mixed 
with gasoline to enable engines to use higher compression ratios, which made cars more powerful.  

1922: 

 TEL was patented that year by American chemist, Thomas Midgley.  

1924: 

 When medical doctors and journalists began raising alarm in 1924, after the poisoning and death and 
hospitalization of several workers, Thomas Midgley dismissed all concerns regarding leaded petrol. 
Those concerns were well understood by Standard Oil, General Motors and the DuPont Corporation, 
three companies involved with adding tetraethyl lead to gasoline. 

 In the following years, production processes improved, though little did they do to make leaded petrol 
safe. It continued polluting air, soil and causing neurological harm to people.  

1960s:  

 Despite concerns, the US Surgeon General set a voluntary standard of lead content, which the refining 
industry successfully met for decades. It was not until the 1960s, following extensive independent 
health research (all studies of the use of TEL were conducted until then by laboratories and scientists 
funded by the Ethyl Corporation and General Motors), that the devastating health impacts of low-level 
lead exposure were established.  

1970: 

 Until approximately 1970 almost all gasoline used around the world contained lead, though Congress 
passes the Clean Air Act. The Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) in the USA was formed and given 
the authority to regulate compounds that endanger human health. 

1973:  

 EPA mandates a phased-in reduction of lead content in all grades of gasoline. 

1974:  

 EPA requires availability of at least one grade of unleaded gasoline, in order to be compatible with 
1975 make and model year vehicles. 

1975: 

 Environmental legislation began to restrict the use of lead additives in automotive gasoline. This 
followed a steady movement away from leaded fuel, driven by concerns about the health effects of 
lead and because the catalytic converters (exhaust filters in modern vehicles than filters between 70-
95% of common air pollutants) are rendered inoperable by lead. 

1986: 

 Complete phase out of leaded petrol in Japan. 
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1990s: 

 In the 1990s, rates of violent crime started to go down in the USA. Economist Jessica Reyes linked 56% 
of this drop to a decrease in children’s brain poisoning with the decrease in leaded petrol fumes after 
the passing of the clean air legislation. Other researchers have found similar links between lead water 
pipes and urban homicide. According to Reyes, crime costs about 20 times more the cost of de-leading 
petrol (before considering additional costs of TEL to human and ecological health). 

1993: 

 Complete phase-out of leaded petrol in Austria and Canada. 

1994:  

 Complete phase out of leaded petrol in Slovakia. 

 At the Summit of the Americas, Heads of State from a number of countries pledged to develop 
national action plans for the phase out of leaded gasoline in the Western Hemisphere. 

1995: 

 Complete phase out of leaded petrol in Denmark and Sweden. 

 According to the Environmental Health Criteria Document for Lead, published by the International 
Programme on Chemical Safety (IPCS), lead affects many organs and organ systems in the human 
body, with subcellular changes and neurodevelopmental effects evident.  

 A recommendation of the 3rd ”Environment for Europe” Ministerial Conference, held in Sofia, 
Bulgaria, in October 1995, called for the reduction and ultimate phase out of lead in gasoline. 

1996:  

 Complete phase out of leaded petrol in Germany and the USA, after EPA bans the use of leaded fuel 
for on-road vehicles.  

 The World Bank called for a global phase out of leaded gasoline, and offered to help countries design 
feasible phase out schedules and create incentive frameworks.  

 The second UN Conference on Human Settlements, Habitat II, included the elimination of lead from 
gasoline as a goal in its agenda.  

 OECD Environment Ministers adopted a Declaration on Risk Reduction for Lead in which they declared 
they would give highest priority to actions such as a progressive phase-down of the use of lead in 
gasoline. 

1997:  

 Environmental ministers from the Group of Seven plus Russia endorsed the phase out of leaded 
gasoline in their Declaration of Environmental Leaders of the Eight on Children’ s Environmental 
Health. 

1999: 

 China banned the production of leaded gasoline in 1999, though the phase out was done through the 
early 2000s. 

 The European Council of Ministers of Transport endorsed a resolution which calls on ECMT Member 
countries to phase out the use of leaded petrol as rapidly as possible. 

 Unleaded gasoline accounted for 80 per cent of total worldwide sales. In a significant portion 
of the remaining 20 percent, the lead content has been reduced.  

 

2000:  

 China officially phased out leaded petrol 

 In India, leaded petrol officially was phased out in 2000 

http://scholar.harvard.edu/files/jfeigenbaum/files/feigenbaum_muller_lead_crime.pdf
http://scholar.harvard.edu/files/jfeigenbaum/files/feigenbaum_muller_lead_crime.pdf
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 In most industrialized countries, a phaseout of TEL from road vehicle fuels was completed by the early 
2000s, as the need for TEL was lessened by several advances in automotive engineering and petroleum 
chemistry.  

2001: 

 Dakar Declaration where 25 Sub-Saharan African countries, representing governments, industry and 
civil society, agreed to phase out leaded petrol by 2005. 

2002: 

 Sub-regional Workshop on the Phasing out of Leaded Gasoline in East Africa held at UNEP 
Headquarters. 

 Leaded petrol was completely phased out of Australia 

 117 countries around the world were still using TEL 

 airborne lead pollution from vehicle exhaust was considered the number one environment–health 
issue. Studies estimate that at the time the use of leaded petrol worldwide was causing 1,2 million 
premature deaths annually and causing reduced mental development of children – losing between 5 
to 10 IQ points. It was also causing widespread health and behavioral problems. 

 UNEP is hosting the Secretariat of the Partnership for Clean Fuels and Vehicles (PCFV). The Secretariat 
leads the implementation activities of the PCFV. The PCFV was created as a public-private initiative at 
the World Summit on Sustainable Development, with UNEP, the US Government, the Netherlands 
Government, the oil industry, and others who have played an important role in creating the 
partnership. It has 73 members, including – governments, industry, international organisations and 
independent experts. 

 From 2002 until 2021, PCFV launched media campaigns; supported national programs; helped develop 
fuel standards; helped negotiate regional roadmaps; organized working groups; and issued technical 
publications to, for example, debunk myths around unleaded petrol. 

2004: 

 Second Sub-Saharan Africa Conference on leaded petrol status held at UNEP Headquarters. 

2005:  

 The PCFV partners agree to a new global leaded petrol phase out goal - To phase out leaded gasoline 
by the end of 2008 worldwide to be followed by the global introduction of vehicles with catalytic 
converters - with realization that the Sub-Saharan Africa will eliminate leaded petrol by 1 January 2006.  

2006: 

 All Sub-Saharan African countries phase out leaded petrol. 

2010: 

 Bosnia-Herzegovina, Montenegro and Serbia phase out leaded petrol. 

 Innospec Ltd pleaded guilty to bribing Indonesian government officials employed by Pertamina, a 
state-owned refinery, and was fined $12.7 million as part of a global settlement. Innospec officials later 
were charged with bribing state officials in Indonesia and Iraq to secure contracts for the supply of TEL 
(https://www.sfo.gov.uk/cases/innospec-ltd/). 

2011: 

 A study supported by UNEP on the Global Benefits from the Phaseout of Leaded Fuel by Peter L. Tsai 
and Thomas H. Hatfield, estimates the phase out of leaded petrol contributes US$2.4 trillion to the 
global economy or 4% of global GDP; this monetary saving is the calculated by measuring social 
benefits such as heightened IQ levels and reduced criminality, as well as health savings from afflictions 
such as cardiovascular disease. This global effort to end the use of leaded petrol also translates to 1.2 
million fewer deaths per year. 
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2014:  

 Leaded gasoline remained legal as of late 2014 in parts of Algeria, Iraq, Yemen, Myanmar, North Korea, 
and Afghanistan. Working in those countries was difficult for UNEP, given they were at war and/or 
stockpiled a lot of leaded petrol to be used in their refineries (also due to bribery from the TEL 
producer). 

2015: 

 The governments of Algeria and Iraq have scheduled the final elimination of leaded gasoline in their 
countries, after refinery upgrades. 

2016:  

 UNEP-sponsored phase-out is nearly complete: only Algeria, Yemen, and Iraq continued widespread 
use of leaded gasoline.  

2021: 

Algeria was the last country to finish their stock piles in July of this year. 

 

Sources: 

https://www.oecd.org/env/ehs/risk-management/1937036.pdf 

https://www.eesi.org/papers/view/fact-sheet-a-brief-history-of-octane 

A.K. Singh, M. Singh, Lead decline in the Indian environment resulting from the petrol-lead phase-out 

programme, Sci. Total Environ., 368 (2006), pp. 686-694 

https://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/growing-leaded-environment-lead-pollution-and-children-china 

https://www.bbc.com/news/business-40593353 

https://www.britannica.com/science/leaded-gasoline 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tetraethyllead 
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