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Key facts

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

¢ Childhood lead exposure is estimated to contribute to about 600000
new cases of children developing intellectual disabilities every year.

¢ Lead exposure is estimated to account for 143000 deaths per year with
the highest burden in developing regions.

¢ About one half of the burden of disease from lead occurs in the WHO
South-East Asia Region, with about one-fifth each in the WHO Western
Pacific and Eastern Mediterranean Regions.

¢ Lead in the body is distributed to the brain, liver, kidney and bones. It is
stored in the teeth and bones, where it accumulates over time. Human
exposure is usually assessed through the measurement of lead in blood.

¢ There is no known level of lead exposure that is considered safe.

¢ Lead poisoning is entirely preventable.
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WHO response

WHO has identified lead as one of ten chemicals of major public health concern, needing action
by Member States to protect the health of workers, children and women of reproductive age.

WHO is currently developing guidelines on the prevention and management of lead
poisoning, which will provide policy-makers, public health authorities and health professionals
with evidence-based guidance on the measures that they can take to protect the health of
children and adults from lead exposure.

Since leaded paint is a continuing source of exposure in many countries, WHO has joined
with the United Nations Environment Programme to form the Global Alliance to Eliminate
Lead Paint. This is a cooperative initiative to focus and catalyse efforts to achieve international
goals to prevent children’s exposure to lead from leaded paints and to minimize occupational
exposures to such paint. Its broad objective is to promote a phase-out of the manufacture and
sale of paints containing lead and eventually eliminate the risks that such paints pose.

The Global Alliance to Eliminate Lead Paint is an important means of contributing to
the implementation of paragraph 57 of the Plan of Implementation of the World Summit on
Sustainable Development and to resolution 1I/4B of the Strategic Approach to International
Chemicals Management (SAICM).



