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Key Facts 

• WHO estimates that almost 1 million people die prematurely because of the effects of 
lead exposure 

• Lead is a cumulative toxicant that affects multiple body systems and is particularly 
harmful to young children.

• Lead in the body is distributed to the brain, liver, kidney and bones. 

• Lead in bone is released into blood during pregnancy and becomes a source of 
exposure to the developing fetus.

• There is NO level of exposure to lead that is known to be without harmful effects.

• Lead exposure is preventable.



Multiple pathways of  exposure to lead from paint



Toxic effects related to exposure to lead 
may include:

• Gastrointestinal, neurological, 
cardiovascular, hepatic, renal, endocrine 
and reproductive, Hematological, and 
immunological effects

Population at risk are: 

• Children 

• Pregnant women

Figure on the right summarizes the association of sub-clinical & 

clinical effects with blood lead concentration 



Lead exposure is especially dangerous to children’s 
developing brains and can result in   



Small IQ reduction has significant societal impact
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• Estimated economic losses due to reduced IQ is ~1.2% of  global GDP

• Largest economic burden is borne by low and middle  income countries – approx. 

$977 billion

• Banning lead paint may saves future costs

➢ Avoids future costs of lead exposure resulting from use of lead paint e.g. cost of reduced IQ, cost of criminality

➢ Avoids future costs of hazard controls for legacy paint e.g. remediation

o estimated costs of remediating lead-painted homes:  

France: US$ 194 – 499 million

USA: US$ 1 – 11 billion
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Economic costs of lead  exposure are high



Ways to protect against lead poisoning



WHO response 

• WHO has identified lead as one of 10 
chemicals of major public health concern. 

• WHO has also developed guidelines on 
clinical management of lead exposure and 
is preparing guidelines on prevention lead 
exposure.

• GEF-lead project  



WHO guidelines on clinical management of lead exposure

• Aims to support physicians in making decisions about the diagnosis and treatment 

of lead poisoning for individual patients and in mass poisoning incidents

• To produce Evidence-Based Recommendations for: 

‒ Interpretation of blood lead concentrations

‒ Gastrointestinal decontamination after lead ingestion

‒ Nutritional supplementation to mitigate effects of lead exposure

‒ Chelation therapy to facilitate lead elimination 
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