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What is Lead?

● A highly toxic, naturally occurring metal found in the 

environment

● Lead is very soft and malleable so it has been used in many 

different products that can be found in and around the home

● Lead is a neurotoxin, which means it is harmful to the 

nervous system

● Lead prevents the bodies of growing children from absorbing 

iron, zinc, and calcium. These minerals are essential to 

proper brain and nerve development 

● No amount of lead is safe
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Why Are Young Children Most at Risk?

Childhood lead poisoning is considered the most preventable environmental 

disease among young children. Young children are the population most at risk 

for the harmful effects of lead.

Young children are especially at risk because … 

● They spend a lot of time on their hands and knees, crawling on the floor 

● They put their hands (and other objects) in their mouths often 

● They are rapidly growing and developing 

● The bodies of young children absorb lead at a faster rate than the bodies 

of adults 

Some other populations are at higher risk of lead poisoning, like children from 

lower income households. However, all children can be exposed to lead and 

harmed by lead
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Negative Health Impact of Lead Exposure

How is exposure to lead dangerous for young children? 

● Exposure to lead can cause… 
○ Slowed growth and development 

○ Learning and behavior problems 

○ Hearing and speech problems 

○ Damage to the brain and nervous system

● These health issues can contribute to…
○ Decreased IQ 

○ Inability to pay attention 

○ Decreased performance in school 

○ Increased aggressive behavior
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Pregnancy and Lead Exposure

If a pregnant person is exposed to lead before or during 

pregnancy, the lead can be passed to their unborn baby. 

Lead exposure during pregnancy can lead to: 

● Increased risk of stillbirth or miscarriage 

● Low birth weight or premature birth 

● Damage to the baby’s brain, kidneys, and nervous system

Pregnant people that may have been exposed to lead should talk 

to their health care provider about a blood lead test.  
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Lifetime Impact of Lead on the Brain

● MRI of an adult brain that was exposed to lead 

during childhood 

○ Higher lead exposure was associated with a smaller 

prefrontal cortex in young adults 

○ This area of the brain is responsible for attention, decision 

making, and emotional regulation

7



Sources of Lead Exposure 

There are many different sources of lead, but some of 

the most common are:

● Chipping and peeling paint (in homes built before 

1978)

● Water from pipes and plumbing containing lead

● Lead-contaminated soil

● Imported or antique toys

● Imported candy

● Ceramics and pottery

● Traditional folk medicines and cosmetics  
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Sources of Lead Exposure Cont.

● Lead-Based Paint & Dust

○ Paint used to contain high amounts of lead before lead-

based paint was banned in the United States in 1978​

○ Lead-based paint was used often because it was more 

durable, dried faster, and could be used to create bright 

colors

○ Lead contaminated dust from the degradation of lead-based 

paint is a major household exposure source of lead​

○ Especially around high friction surfaces, such as doorways 

and window sills, where dust and tiny particles of lead-

based paint are generated 
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Sources of Lead Exposure Cont.

● Soil

○ Soil can become contaminated with lead from the 

deterioration of lead-based paint on the exterior of homes ​

○ Leaded gasoline can settle into the soil around busy roads or 

in areas near airports with piston-engine aircraft​

○ Children may become exposed by playing outside in lead-

contaminated soil, or when lead contaminated soil is tracked 

into the house and accidentally ingested or inhaled
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Sources of Lead Exposure Cont.

● Water

○ Water can become contaminated with lead through lead 

service lines or plumbing and other fixtures that contain 

lead ​

○ Lead service lines were banned in 1986 but many remain 

in place today​

○ Even newer homes may be at risk of lead in water if they 

were built in an older neighborhood: the household may 

not contain any lead pipes but the home may be 

connected to the water main with lead service lines
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Sources of Lead Exposure Cont.

● Toys and jewelry

○ Some imported or antique toys and jewelry may contain 

lead ​

○ Antique toys may contain lead-based paint if they were 

manufactured before the lead-based paint ban in 1978​

○ Jewelry and toys manufactured outside of the united states 

are more likely to contain lead ​

○ Children can become exposed when they put toys or jewelry 

in their mouths, or if they accidentally swallow small toy 

pieces or pieces of jewelry 
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Sources of Lead Exposure Cont.

● Traditional medicines and cosmetics

○ Lead has been found in products typically used as 

cosmetics or in traditional home remedies, including: ​

○ Ba-baw-san, Daw Tway, Greta, Azarcon, Ghasard

○ Kajal (also known as kohl or surma), Sindoor
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Sources of Lead Exposure Cont.

● Imported spices or candy

○ Lead has been found in some imported candies and 

spices​

○ Imported spices and candies can become contaminated 

with lead if the grinding of ingredients is done improperly. 

Lead may also be added as a coloring agent or to 

increase product weight ​

○ Spices purchased outside of the United States are more 

likely to contain lead
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Sources of Lead Exposure Cont.

● Take-Home Lead

○ Many hobbies and industries can expose adults to lead

■ Building renovation and painting, mining, smelting, battery 
recycling, refinishing old furniture, auto body work, shooting 
ranges, fishing and hunting, staining glass

○ Take-home lead is lead dust that an adult unknowingly 
carries home on their clothes, shoes, skin, hair, or personal 
belongings.

○ If precautions are not taken, this can lead to dangerous 
levels of lead exposure for the adult and also put the adult's 
family at risk through "take-home lead" 
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Refugee and Newcomer Children

● Refugee and newcomer children are at a higher risk of lead exposure.​

○ Refugee children arriving in the United States have higher BLLs than children born in the United States​

● Possible lead exposures include: ​​

○ Environmental: leaded gasoline, lead-based paint​​

○ Occupational: Mining, smelting, battery recycling ​​

○ Household/personal items: lead-glazed cookware, aluminum cookware, cosmetics (kohl, kajal, surma), 
imported spices​, ayurvedic supplements and remedies​

● Refugees are at also at risk of exposure after entering the United States ​​

○ They may be placed in older homes where there is a higher likelihood of lead hazards in paint, soil, and water 
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Blood Lead Testing
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Blood Lead Testing

● Blood lead testing is the best way to know for sure if a child has 

lead in their blood, and how much

○ Most children do not show any signs that they are sick before a 

blood lead test ​​

● There are two types of blood lead tests:

○ Venous: drawn from the vein (usually on the arm) - results are more 

accurate

○ Capillary: finger prick – risk of inaccurate results from contamination 

of the blood sample

● Lead in blood is measured in micrograms per deciliter (µg/dL)
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Virginia Blood Lead Testing Guidelines

● Blood lead testing guidelines vary by state ​

● Virginia conducts targeted blood lead testing

● This means that children who fall under a 
specified set of risk criteria should receive a 
blood lead test at ages 12 and 24 months, or 
up to 72 months if they have never received a 
blood lead test. 

● It is critical to ensure that children receive their 
second blood lead test at 24 months – children 
may be at higher risk of lead exposure as their 
mobility increases
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Risk Criteria for Blood Lead Testing
● Children in any of the following risk categories should have their blood tested at 12 and 24 months:​

1. The child is eligible for or receiving benefits from Medicaid or the Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, 

Infants and Children (WIC);​

2. The child is living in or regularly visiting a house, apartment, dwelling, structure, or child care facility built before 1960;​

3. The child is living in or regularly visiting a house, apartment, dwelling, structure, or child care facility built before 1978 
that has (i) peeling or chipping paint or (ii) recent (within the last six months) ongoing or planned renovations;​

4. The child is living in or regularly visiting a house, apartment, dwelling, or other structure in which one or more persons 

have blood lead testing yielding evidence of lead exposure;​

5. The child is living with an adult whose job, hobby, or other activity involves exposure to lead;​

6. The child is living near an active lead smelter, battery recycling plant, or other industry likely to release lead;​

7. The child's parent, guardian, or other person standing in loco parentis requests the child's blood be tested due to any 
suspected exposure; or​

8. The child is a recent refugee or immigrant or is adopted from outside of the United States.​

● A child up to 72 months in those categories who hasn't previously been tested (or who has experienced a change 

that has resulted in an increased risk of exposure to lead), or the sibling of a child who has an elevated blood lead 

level should also be tested.
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After a Blood Lead Test
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Follow-Up After a Blood Lead Test

● Follow up after a blood lead test is important to ensure future exposure to lead is 
prevented

○ Follow-up actions depend on the child's blood lead level

● If the capillary test result is ≥ 3.5 µg/dL, your child will need a follow-up test within 12 
weeks

● If the blood lead level is confirmed (one venous blood test ≥ 3.5 μg/dL or two capillary 
blood tests ≥ 3.5 μg/dL drawn within 12 weeks of each other) your child will need routine 
follow-up testing to monitor the lead level

● Case management for an elevated blood lead level is a collaborative effort between: 

○ Health care providers 

○ Local health department staff 

○ Families
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Public Health Follow-Up
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● If your child has a blood lead level ≥ 3.5 

µg/dL, your local health department will 

conduct follow-up based on the level 

(according to the procedures outlined in 

the Virginia Blood Lead Testing and 

Case Management Guidelines)

https://www.vdh.virginia.gov/content/uploads/sites/154/2023/05/Virginia-Blood-Lead-Testing-and-Case-Management-Guidelines.pdf
https://www.vdh.virginia.gov/content/uploads/sites/154/2023/05/Virginia-Blood-Lead-Testing-and-Case-Management-Guidelines.pdf


What Can Parents Do to Reduce Exposure?

The good news is, there are some simple and effective ways to reduce the 

risk of lead exposure at home. ​

● Wet-wipe and wet-mop around doors, entryways, and windowsills

○ Lead dust is more likely to be found around these high friction areas. Cleaning 

these areas frequently can reduce a child’s risk of contact with lead dust. 

Never use a dry cloth or broom when cleaning these areas – they can kick 

lead dust up into the air and spread it further around the home.  

● Wash children’s hands and toys regularly

○ Young children often put their hands and other objects in their mouths. 

Frequently washing hands and toys can reduce the risk of a child ingesting 

any lead dust on their hands or toys during play.  
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What Can Parents Do to Reduce Exposure?

● Do not let children play in bare soil. If they do, immediately 

wash their hands and clothes

○ Children may accidentally ingest or inhale lead dust or lead based paint 

particles from contaminated soil.

● Run water for 60 seconds before use, and cook with cold 

water only​

○ Hot water is more corrosive than cold water and can cause more lead to 

leach from lead service lines or water fixtures. Run your water before 

use to flush out the water that has been sitting stagnant in the pipes. 

This will not eliminate the risk of exposure, but it can reduce it.   

● Cook nutrient dense meals, high in iron, calcium, and 

vitamin C 
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Nutrition and Lead

● Nutrition can help protect children from the harmful effects of lead​

● A diet full of calcium, iron, and vitamin C can prevent lead from being absorbed in 

the body ​

● Parents and guardians should avoid ​

○ Storing food in lead-glazed pottery or ceramic dishes ​

○ Washing and preparing food with lead-contaminated water ​

○ Eating food grown in lead-contaminated soil 

26



Sources of Nutrients 
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Calcium Iron Vitamin C



Resources & More Information
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CDC 

● Information about sources of lead: CDC | Sources of Lead

● Information about the health impacts of lead exposure: CDC | Health Impacts 

● Proper handwashing guidance and promotion material: CDC | Handwashing Health Promotion

● Information about blood lead testing: CDC | Blood Lead Levels in Children 

VDH Childhood Lead Poisoning Prevention Program 

● Virginia Department of Health lead prevention in child care centers: VDH | Child Care Centers

● Virginia Department of Health lead poisoning prevention educational materials: VDH | Lead Safe 

Educational Materials

● Virginia Department of Health Childhood Lead Poisoning Prevention Program: VDH | Lead Safe 

Virginia 

https://www.cdc.gov/lead-prevention/prevention/?CDC_AAref_Val=https://www.cdc.gov/nceh/lead/prevention/sources.htm
https://www.cdc.gov/lead-prevention/symptoms-complications/index.html
https://www.cdc.gov/clean-hands/about/index.html
https://www.cdc.gov/lead-prevention/testing/index.html
https://www.vdh.virginia.gov/leadsafe/child-care-centers/
https://www.vdh.virginia.gov/leadsafe/educational-materials/
https://www.vdh.virginia.gov/leadsafe/educational-materials/
https://www.vdh.virginia.gov/leadsafe/
https://www.vdh.virginia.gov/leadsafe/


Resources & More Information

● EPA

● Department of Housing and Community Development (DHCD) Lead Hazard Reduction 

Program

● Consumer Product Safety Commission list of recalls: CPSC | Recalls

● Certified Lead Inspector EPA Lookup Tool: EPA | Locate Certified Inspection, Risk 

Assessment, and Abatement Firms

● National Center on Early Childhood and Wellness: Lead Screening Well-Care Health Care 

Fact Sheet

● Lead Safe Renovation, Repair, and Painting: EPA | RRP Program

● EPA POU Water Filtration Devices: EPA | A Consumer Tool for Identifying Point of Use 

(POU) Drinking Water Filters Certified to Reduce Lead
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https://www.epa.gov/lead
https://www.epa.gov/lead
https://www.dhcd.virginia.gov/lhr
https://www.dhcd.virginia.gov/lhr
https://www.cpsc.gov/Recalls
https://cdxapps.epa.gov/ocspp-oppt-lead/firm-location-search
https://cdxapps.epa.gov/ocspp-oppt-lead/firm-location-search
https://cdxapps.epa.gov/ocspp-oppt-lead/firm-location-search
https://eclkc.ohs.acf.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/pdf/no-search/lead-screening-well-child-health-care-fact-sheet.pdf
https://eclkc.ohs.acf.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/pdf/no-search/lead-screening-well-child-health-care-fact-sheet.pdf
https://eclkc.ohs.acf.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/pdf/no-search/lead-screening-well-child-health-care-fact-sheet.pdf
https://eclkc.ohs.acf.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/pdf/no-search/lead-screening-well-child-health-care-fact-sheet.pdf
https://www.epa.gov/lead/lead-renovation-repair-and-painting-program#:~:text=EPA's%20Lead%20Renovation%2C%20Repair%20and,who%20are%20trained%20by%20EPA%2D
https://www.epa.gov/system/files/documents/2024-06/how-to-id-filters-certified-to-reduce-lead-in-drinking-water-epa_june-2024.pdf
https://www.epa.gov/system/files/documents/2024-06/how-to-id-filters-certified-to-reduce-lead-in-drinking-water-epa_june-2024.pdf
https://www.epa.gov/system/files/documents/2024-06/how-to-id-filters-certified-to-reduce-lead-in-drinking-water-epa_june-2024.pdf
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