Secretary’s Committee
on Mental Retardation

handicapped

September 20, 1971 71-8

The Control of Childhood Lead Poisoning

b
Robert E. Novzck, Director
Bureau of Community Environmental Manage-
ment, Health Services and Mental Health
Administration, Department of Health,
Education, and Welfare

Symptomatic lead poisoning in children is
currently estimated at 10,000 to 20,000
cases per year. Of these cases, 2,000 to
4,000 per year will be left with some degree
of neurologic damage, and about two percent
of that group-- or 800 per year--will suffer
mental retardation of such severity that
they will require institutional care for

the rest of their lives. Deaths from .acute
and long-term effects of lead poisoning

are about 200 per year.

This report will deal primarily with epi-
demiological and environmental aspects of
childhood lead poisoning. Information on
the medical aspects is readily available
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elsewhere.®* Suffice it to say here that effective treatment is available, but
delay in treatment may result in irreversible damage.

An effective attack on the total problem of childhood lead poisoning is an
exercise in community environmental management. It requires the mustering of
all resources of the community, including the medical profession, the communi-
cations media, those who manage the housing stock, municipal officials, com-
munity leaders, and the residents themselves, All must function together as
an integrated, purposeful system in the community for maximum results.

There is not enough data available on the extent of childhood lead poisoning
nationwide. Most of the existing data is from several of the older northeastern
cities. However, the available data and certain Bureau of Census figures, taken
together, enable us to make rough estimates of the size of the problem in the
nation as a whole. The Census figures can be used because of their relation to
the etiology of the disease. Lead poisoning in small children is caused largely
by the ingestion of peeling flakes of lead-based paint. Children with pica,

the habit of eating non-food material, are especially at risk in areas of
dilapidated, pre-World War II housing where flakes of paint and chips of

painted plaster are likely to be readily available, (lead-based paint has not
been generally used for interiors since the early 1940's).

Baged on Census housing and population data, plus the known medical aspects of
childhood lead poisoning, it is estimated there are 2,000,000 children below
age six at risk in metropolitan areas of the nation. Blood-test screening
studies of children at risk, where such studies have been made, show that 10
to 20 percent of them have excessively high levels of lead in their blood.
Applying these percentages to the 2,000,000 figure gives a very strong indica-
tion that 200,000 to 400,000 children in the metropolitan areas nationwide
have elevated blood lead levels. (The Surgeon General, in a policy statement,
has determined that children having 40 micrograms or more of lead per 100
milliliters of whole blood, with or without symptoms, are in danger of having
or developing lead poisconing).

Only in the past few years has even the medical profession begun to suspect
the real dimensions of the childhood lead poisoning problem. Dr. Evan Charney,
Associate Professor of Pediatrics at the University of Rochester School of
Medicine, has said, "If you live in an American city with a slum population,
and you don't have many cases of lead poisoning, then your health department

is not doing its job. The number of cases," he added, "depends on how hard
people look."

Where doctors are not alert to the possibility of lead poisoning, its symptoms
may be ascribed to other causes--and delay in treatment makes the onset of
oncephalopathy (acute brain swelling) more probable. At least 40 percent of
the children who develop encephalopathy will sustain severe and permanent
brain damage.

The cost of hospital treatment for an uncomplicated case of lead poisoning is
$1,000 to $2,000. This cost is infinitesimal when compared to the medical,
educational, social, and other costs for a mentally retarded individual
throughout his life.

*See listing of U.S. Department of Health, Education, and Welfare publications
on lead poisoning on page 8.
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