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Updates In Lead
Lead is an elemental metal that occurs naturally and is used in the production of many things such as batteries,
ammunition, and metal products (solder and pipes). In the past it was used much more widely in paints, ceramic
products, caulking, and pipe solder, as well as in gasoline, but due to health concerns, the use of lead has been
greatly reduced. Unfortunately, since it is an element, it does not break down. Lead that was released into the air
by gasoline or is still being released in other pollution can travel long distances before settling. Lead on the ground
can stick to the soil. Soil can also get contaminated by lead from old gasoline leaks or spills, old paint chips, and
other chemicals and products with lead. There are still some pipes and soldering that contain lead, which can
enter our drinking water, glazed pottery made with lead, as well as metal jewelry, older painted wooden and
metal toys, and imported makeup, candy, nutritional supplements, and spices.
The most common source of lead exposure to children in the US is from dust and soil contaminated with paint
from pre-1978 housing. Drinking water is not the major source of exposure to lead for most people in the US.
However, drinking water can make up 20 percent or more of a person’s total exposure to lead, and this can be
higher for young infants who consume mostly formula made with tap water. Lead poisoning is preventable.
Removing potential sources of lead and avoiding sources of lead are the main prevention. Following healthy
nutrition also helps minimize the severity of lead poisoning.

There is no safe level of lead in any produce or in your drinking water. No amount of lead in your body is
considered safe or normal. Once lead gets into the body, it mainly effects the nervous system. It has the biggest
effect on those whose nervous systems are still developing, like young children or unborn fetuses. Long-term
exposure to lead can cause poor learning, decreased intelligence, poor memory, and attention, as well as
weakness. Lead can also cause anemia, kidney damage, high blood pressure, premature births, and miscarriage.
Most children with elevated lead levels do not have any signs of illness.
Although there is no safe level of lead, the CDC has identified a blood lead reference value (BLRV) to identify
children with higher levels of lead in their blood compared to most children. This level is based on the 97.5th
percentile of blood lead values among U.S.
children ages 1 to 5 years from 2015 to 2018
studies. This value, which is a venous lead level of
or over 3.5 micrograms per deciliter (µg/dL),
would represent blood lead levels that are in the
top 2.5% of the highest lead levels in the U.S. In
2012, the first BLRV was established at 5 µg/dL
based on data from 2007 to 2010. Prior to that,
levels over 10 µg/dL were considered “levels of
concern”. Studies have found than even low levels
of lead, those under 10 µg/dL, had significant
impacts on childhood neurocognitive
development.
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Testing lead levels is required at 12 and 24 months
United States, 2021. MMWR Morb Mortal Wkly Rep 2021;70:1509–1512. DOI:
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for children on Medicaid or certain other high-risk
factors and recommended for children with
identified risks for lead poisoning. Since the BLRV has been decreased to 3.5, an increase in the number of
children with elevated blood lead levels that need evaluation and management is expected.

McDonald, J. 2022. Blood Lead Reference Value Update: Implications for Public Health in Michigan. Division of Environmental Health, MDHHS

Below is a summary of the evaluation and management of elevated lead levels in children.

Recommendations:
1. Be aware of the potential sources of lead exposure which can include the soil, dust, old paints, older pipes
and soldering, which can enter our drinking water, some glazed pottery, metal jewelry, older painted
wooden and metal toys, and imported makeup, candy, nutritional supplements, and spices.
2. Be sure 12- and 24-month-old children are at least assessed for risk of lead poisoning using a targeted
screening questionnaire and preferably receive universal blood lead level testing. If their screening
(capillary) level is 3.5 or above, have it confirmed by a blood draw (venous blood test).
3. Be aware of the new lower level defining an elevated blood lead level in children.
Resources:
• MI Lead Safe https://www.michigan.gov/mileadsafe/
• Childhood Lead Poisoning Prevention Program https://www.cdc.gov/nceh/lead
• 10 Policies to Prevent and Respond to Childhood Lead Exposure https://nchh.org/resourcelibrary/hip_10-policies-to-prevent-and-respond-to-childhood_lead_exposure_english.pdf
• United States Consumer Product Safety Commission (search “lead” under HAZARD)
https://www.cpsc.gov/Recalls
• A Healthy Home for Everyone: The Guide for Families and Individuals
https://www.cdc.gov/nceh/lead/docs/publications/final_companion_piece.pdf
• Lead Poisoning Words to Know from A to Z https://www.cdc.gov/nceh/lead/docs/LeadGlossary_508.pdf
• National Lead Poisoning Prevention Week Partner Information Kit, 2021
https://www.hud.gov/sites/dfiles/HH/documents/NLPPW_2021_Partner_Information_Kit.pdf
• Training opportunities for lead inspections or abatement

https://www.michigan.gov/mileadsafe/0,9490,7-392-84218_104618---,00.html
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