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WHAT IS LEAD?

• Lead sources (batteries, petrol, paint [homes, toys, playground 

equipment], fishing sinkers, firearms, ammunition, toys, solder, electronic 

equipment, wheel balancing weights, cabling, protective gear, traditional 

medicines, low cost beverages, mobile phones, laptops, radio & TV sets, 

foodstuffs, cookware….)

• Very useful

• Toxic to virtually all organ systems

• Mimics calcium → cascade of health effects



HEALTH EFFECTS OF LEAD

• Lowered IQ, school performance, tertiary attainment, 

lower lifetime earnings

• Hearing loss

• Anaemia, hypertension, cardiac disease, infertility

• Aggression, violent & criminal behavior;

• Soweto studies;

The Silent Epidemic | No threshold of safety



LEAD POISONING, POVERTY & LEARNING ABILITY

Source: https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jama/fullarticle/2613157



PRE-SCHOOL LEAD EXPOSURE & CRIME RATES, BY COUNTRY





LEAD IN PAINT

• Fix pigment

• Speed up drying

• Predominantly in enamel paints

• Release of lead particles when paint flakes or crumbles

• Deposited in dust & soil

• Childhood: hand to mouth pathway of exposure.



LEAD PAINT & POVERTY

• Preference for enamel paint

– Durable;

– Easier to clean.

• Degraded housing – peeling/flaking of paint.

• Low capacity for maintenance or repairs

• Leaking water pipes or roofs

• The poorer you are, the greater the risk

• The younger you are, the greater the risk



LEAD IN PAINT IN SOUTH AFRICA
• 2002 - survey of 1287 first grade children;

• Mean blood lead level = 7.4 µg/dl, outlier = 44.4  (repeat = 51.5 μg/dl)

• Severe pica habit – paint, soil & putty

• Home paint lead levels up to 46 000 μg/g 

• Lead poisoning undiagnosed by health services.



LEAD IN PAINT SURVEYS

• Statistical analyses showed elevated blood levels in 

children living in homes with peeling paint;

• 20% of Johannesburg dwellings have elevated lead in 

paint

• Lead paint used on playground furniture in public play 

parks

• Highly elevated levels of lead in paint on children’s toys 

• High levels of lead in new paint purchased from stores.







LEAD CONCENTRATIONS IN PAINT (post-regulation, 2012)

• Study of lead concentrations in “off the shelf” enamel paints 
undertaken in 2012;

• Lead concentrations ranged from < 0.25 to 169 000 ppm (282 
times higher than SA regulations; 1878 times higher than USA 
reference level)

• 40% of enamel paint samples had elevated lead concentrations

• Mislabelling: lead paint with no warning label or with label 
indicating “lead free”.





CONCLUDING REMARKS
• Successes:

– Initial legislation promulgated in 2009;

– Currently strengthening & extension;

• Unfinished agenda

– Incomplete compliance;

– Legacy concerns;

– Informal sector;

– Those in settings of poverty worst affected

– Absence of national lead poisoning prevention strategy.
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