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The mission of the Environmental Health Committee of the Section on Public Health and
Preventive Medicine of The College of Physicians of Philadelphia is to raise awareness and
encourage action to improve environmental health for residents and visitors to the City of
Philadelphia and the surrounding communities. In particular, the Environmental Health
Committee is concerned about environmental health disparities for children in Philadelphia.
By any measure, lead exposure is at the head of the list of environmental insults to children
because of its potential for serious and lifelong health, educational and behavioral
consequences and the lack of effective treatment once exposure occursii. In Philadelphia, the
vast majority of children with elevated blood lead levels were exposed to lead in homes built
before 1978—the year the federal government banned consumer uses of lead paint. In older
homes that are not well maintained, young children are at risk of ingesting lead if the paint is
chipped, cracked, or otherwise damagediii.
Although the percentage of children with elevated blood lead levels has declined in recent
years in Philadelphia, we have not experienced the same degree of reduction of blood lead
levels among children compared to national trends. The federal Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention defines a blood lead level above 5 ug/dl as elevatediv. The most recent data from
the Philadelphia Department of Public Health reveals 4.9% of children younger than 7 years of
age in Philadelphia have blood lead levels of 5-9 ug/dl and 1.3% have levels 10 ug/dl or higherv.
Altogether, 6.2% of children have elevated blood lead levels, more than twice the national rate
of blood lead elevations of 2.5%. These numbers translate to 2,392 children newly identified
each year in Philadelphia who are at risk for diminished cognitive potential and adverse
behavior changes. The highest rates of elevated blood lead levels are found in zip codes with
the greatest povertyi.
There is no effective treatment to protect children from these medical effects or reverse them
once they occur. The consequences of slowed growth and development and decreased

attention and learning have lifelong effectsvi. Moreover, there is emerging evidence
demonstrating adverse health effects even at lead levels below 5 ug/dlvii. The implications reach
beyond the individual children and their families and affect every citizen in Philadelphia through
increased costs for special education, medical care, loss of lifetime earnings and productivity
and increased involvement with the legal systemviii.
Exposure in inadequately maintained homes to peeling lead paint and the dust that
accumulates as paint peels and flakes is the largest exposure source for most childrenix. The
Philadelphia Department of Public Health estimates that there are 551,000 housing units built
before 1978 that contain lead paint in Philadelphia3 and that 56,000 housing units, including
26,000 rental units, house young children who are at high risk for lead exposure.
Philadelphia’s Lead Paint Disclosure Law, passed in 2011x, requires landlords with properties
built before 1978 (when the federal government banned consumer uses of lead paint) and with
a young child living in them to verify their units are lead-safe. The Law defines “lead-safe” as,
“The circumstance in which a property is free of a condition that causes or may cause exposure
to lead from lead-contaminated dust, lead-contaminated soil, deteriorated lead-based paint,
deteriorated presumed lead-based paint, or other similar threat of lead exposure due to the
condition of the property itself.” Determination of “lead-safe” must be made by a qualified
inspector to determine whether the home contains lead paint and, if so, to assess the condition
of the paint and the risks of lead exposure. Homes with lead paint can be safe for children if
they are properly maintained and conditions that can lead to paint flaking, such as excessive
moisture from leaks, are avoided. Renovations of homes with lead paint or remediation of
homes where lead paint is deteriorated should be done by a qualified contractorxi.
This law has raised awareness of lead hazards among landlords and families with young
children. In addition, the establishment of Lead Court, which has the authority to order
remediation on homes where children are at risk of lead exposure, has made many homes safe
for children in Philadelphiaxii. Despite encouraging reductions in the number of children with
elevated lead levels, many continue to be exposed to lead in rental properties. In practice,
however, the Lead Disclosure law has been difficult to enforce because it is not easy to track
whether young children live in rental properties, leaving many children unprotected.
Compliance by landlords to certify rental properties as lead safe has been incomplete.
According to the Philadelphia Department of Public Health, only 4,418 certificates have been
issued as of January 1, 2018 for the 26,000 rental properties with young children.
In June 2017, the Mayor’s Philadelphia Childhood Lead Poisoning Prevention Advisory Group
recommended expansion of the Lead Paint Disclosure Law to all rental units increased funding
for landlords to remediate properties if they show financial hardship and exploring a pilot
program for proactive housing inspection in high risk areas1. The effectiveness of lead-safe
certification of rental properties has been shown in Rochester, NY where an ordinance
established in 2005 requiring lead-safe certification of all rental properties and limited

remediation was associated with an absolute yearly rate of decline that was 2.4-fold faster than
the state as a wholexiii.
As public health professionals, we are concerned that current regulations and their
enforcement are not adequately protecting children from the hazards of exposure to lead in
homes. We applaud the City’s past efforts to address this problem, and we urge the City to
strengthen regulations and their enforcement to reduce the risk of lead exposure in homes. The
recommendations of the Mayor’s Childhood Lead Poisoning Prevention Advisory Group provide
a strong basis for solutions. By reducing the lead exposure hazard in homes in Philadelphia, the
City will improve opportunity for the most vulnerable children in Philadelphia to thrive. As a
group of medical experts in lead poisoning, we offer our expertise and counsel to all parties
engaged in improving the environmental public health in the City of Philadelphia.
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