Prevent Lead Poisoning in Children
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More than 400,000 children between one and five years old have elevated blood lead levels, according to estimates from the United States Centers for Disease Control.

Since parents and caregivers cannot smell, taste or see lead, it could be in or near a home without anyone knowing about this problem. Lead can be in dust, paint, soil or water—even on toys or children’s hands.

Lead poisoning causes many problems.  It can limit a child’s intelligence or harm the brain, cause reading and learning problems, harm hearing, reduce the attention span, cause too much activity, or slow down growth.

The only way to determine if lead poisoning is a problem is to have your child’s or children’s blood tested by contacting your pediatrician or county health department.

If your children may be at high risk for lead poisoning, first have their blood tested for lead at age six months, and again at 12, 18 and 24 months.  Then have blood tests annually until age six years. Even if you do not believe children are at risk for blood poisoning, have testing done at age one year and again at two years.

When a home was built may increase the risk for lead poisoning.  A home built before 1960 may contain heavily leaded paint. One built as recently as 1978 also may contain lead paint.

Lead also may be in plumbing of older homes. Those built before 1930 could have pipes made of lead, while homes built in the early 1980s may have copper pipes with lead solder.  Pipes and plumbing fittings or fixtures bought before August 1998 may contain lead that could get into your water. Contact your county health department to find out how to have your water tested for lead.

To prevent lead poisoning, keep children away from peeling paint and wash their hands before eating, after playing outdoors and before going to sleep.


Keep things clean.  Frequently wash pacifiers, bottles and toys in hot, soapy water. Maintain children’s play areas by using an appropriately labeled, all-purpose cleaner to mop floors and wipe window ledges and cribs.

Be sure children’s diets contain foods high in iron and calcium so they will absorb less lead.  Foods high in calcium include milk, yogurt and natural cheeses, pudding and soup made with milk, canned fish with soft bones such as salmon or sardines, and breakfast cereal or fruit juice with added calcium.  Shellfish like shrimp, clams, mussels and oysters are good sources of iron. Others are lean meats, spinach, cooked dry beans such as kidney and pinto, black-eyed peas and lentils, cereal with added iron and enriched and whole-grain breads.

For more information about children and lead poisoning, contact your (County Name) Cooperative Extension Service of Health Department.

Educational programs of the Kentucky Cooperative Extension Service serve all people regardless of race, color, age, sex, religion, disability or national origin.
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