Lead in the Inner Cities

Policies to reduce children’s exposure to lead may be overlooking
a major source of lead in the environment

Howard W. Mielke

In the middle of the 1970s, U.S. health officials
identified what some called a “silent epidem-
ic.” They were referring to childhood lead poi-
soning, a problem that is easily overlooked and
underappreciated. Of all of the metal-poison-
ing episodes to date, none has come close in
sheer numbers. Toxicology textbooks mention
cadmium poisoning in Japan in the 1950s and
methyl mercury poisoning in both Japan in the
1950s and Iraq in 1972. Some hundreds of
deaths were attributed to each of these events.

But most textbooks fail to mention lead poison-
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hazard comes from lead-based paints. Poorly
maintained paints decay and release lead on
their surfaces in the form of dust. In addition,
lead tastes sweet, and young children may be
tempted to eat leaded paint chips as though
they were candy. The health consequences of
this can be severe. Lead is a neurotoxin that
can be especially dangerous to the developing
nervous systems of infants and young chil-
dren. To deal with this problem, most lead
paints have been removed from the market,
some lead paints are being stripped off of
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