
 
 
 
 
 
 

Health Information About Lead 
 

Definitions 
What is lead?   
Lead (chemical symbol “Pb”) is a soft, blue-gray colored metal. It is naturally occurring and is used in a variety 
of ways including in the manufacturing of batteries, in some bullets, and historically in both paints and (in an 
organic form) in gasoline. When materials containing lead are heated, burned or mechanically abraded (for 
example sanding old paint), lead can be found in the air in a dust-like form. Lead containing dust will settle on 
nearby surfaces. 
 
What is lead poisoning?  
Lead poisoning is a medical condition that occurs when lead builds up or accumulates in the body over time. 
Children under the age of six (6) are especially vulnerable to lead exposure. 
 

Exposure 
How can I be exposed to lead? 
Airborne lead can be inhaled or can be unintentionally ingested if lead-containing dust or fumes get on your 
hands or face and is not removed before eating, smoking or touching your face. If your clothes or shoes become 
contaminated, they can then contaminate other surfaces in your cars and homes and expose other people, 
especially children.  
 
Children are at greater risk from exposure to lead for a number of reasons:  

1. they live closer to the ground, playing on floors or grass and dirt;  
2. their bodies are growing rapidly and even small amounts of chemical exposures during critical 

developmental periods can harm a child’s health, sometimes for life; and  
3. pound for pound children are exposed to greater concentrations than adults because they eat, drink and 

breathe in more for their size than adults do. 
 
Where can lead be found? 
Lead can be found in many difference places including: 

• Leaded gas (which is no longer sold in the U.S.) 
• Paint found in old houses and on some cars 
• Smelters – which are used in metal refineries 
• The manufacturing process of lead storage batteries 
• Contaminated soil and dust 
• Contaminated clothes or shoes that are worn in areas where lead is found   
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Health Effects 
What are the symptoms of lead poisoning? 
Unfortunately signs and symptoms don’t usually appear until dangerous amounts of lead have built up in the 
body. Even people who seem healthy may have high blood levels. The only way to know is to have your blood 
tested.  
 
Lead exposure can cause: 

• Brain and other nervous system damage, especially in children 
• Digestive problems 
• Reproductive system damage 
• Kidney damage 
• Learning disabilities in children 

 
Of most concern is the effect on the development of the nervous system of children. (See separate fact sheet 
about Children’s Health and the Environment.) 
 

Protect Yourself and Your Family 
What can you do to protect yourself from lead poisoning? 

• Don’t disturb, handle, or eat paint chips. 
• Wash your hands immediately after touching or handling dirt and never eat dirt. 
• If you work with or around lead, take precautions not to bring lead home on your clothes, shoes, etc. 

 
Resources 

For more information about lead, visit: 
National Library of Medicine: http://www.toxtown.nlm.nih.gov/text_version/chemicals.php?id=16 
U.S. Environmental Protection Agency: http://www.epa.gov/lead 
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention: http://www.cdc.gov/lead 
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