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Lead poisoning in the community has silently taken epidemic proportions. It is a preventable disease. Combined actions and efforts of the government, public awareness, societal responsibility of industry and timely interaction of the medical community is desired. All streams of society should channelise efforts to meet the challenge.

Lead is a widely mined metal commonly used in petrol, paints, batteries, utensils, plumbing, soldering, printing, insecticides, ceramics and alloy industry. The exposure can be diverse and multiple.

Children are particularly vulnerable. Lead has no biological utility and is hard to eliminate from the body. Lead can influence any organ system. Levels above 10 µg/dl are unacceptable level as of now. The toxicity of lead often depends on the blood levels. The lowest toxic range influences intelligence, hearing, and growth and pregnancy outcomes.

Levels between 20-30 µg/dl influence hemoglobin synthesis and the capacity to carry oxygen throughout the body for good body function. This condition is commonly called anemia. The heavy metal (Pb) is stored in the bones and also influences the vitamin D metabolism, which is crucial to bone metabolism. Kidney may be damaged resulting in renal failure.

Encephalopathy is the most dreaded and serious consequence of lead poisoning. This manifests as unconsciousness, convulsions, regression of development in a young child and therefore completely alters the life potential of the lead poisoning child. It is clear from the above that all the symptoms enumerated have serious consequences on quality of life. Lead thus becomes an important environmental poison to understand and tackle.

Other common sources include workers in the refurbished battery segment, enamel based paints on houses, toys, ceramics and bangles. They significantly expose children to lead because of degrading paint being ingested. The government action to unleaded petrol has really been commendable. Community studies on lead levels in children in various cities like Delhi, Bangalore, Mumbai etc including our study of 1998 in Delhi schools were important data to precipitate this governmental action. Lead poisoning is diagnosed by estimating blood lead levels, which can be done by variety of methods.

A study was conducted under the aegis of Ministry of Environment and Forests to study blood lead levels in school children from low and high air ambient areas. Low air lead areas (Shahpur Jat) had mean levels of 79ng/M3 and the high air ambient air lead area (Bahadur Shah Zafar Marg) had mean levels of 478 ng/M3

A total of 73% child in the high air lead area and 56% children in the low area indicated high blood lead levels >10ug/dl. On an average 2/3 of the school children had high blood lead level between 6-10 yrs age and were completely unaware. The parents, school health authorities and medical fraternity were also unaware of the presence of this problem in such large proportions.

The study has been repeated among school children from the same school between the years 2005-2006 after 5 years of the introduction of unleaded petrol. . The results of this are being analysed and will be published shortly.

Reduction of lead poisoning involve 4 independent strategies:

(1) To reduce environmental exposure from all possible sources and lead exposure abatement measures.

(2) To treat conditions like anemia, calcium deficiency which may increase lead absorption.

(3) To create awareness about lead poisoning and investigate suspected children so that early treatment measures are adopted.

(4) Treatment of a lead poisoned child, which includes managing symptoms, reductions of re-exposure and chelation under medical supervision.

Chelation involves giving a chemical, which would lead to leaching lead from the body system and stores. Lead poisoning is indeed a difficult situation to treat and is best preventable rather than treated.
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