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Executive summary

1	 Global elimination of lead paint: why and how countries should take action. Policy brief. Geneva: World Health Organization; 2020.

This document has been developed for officials in 
government who have a role in regulating lead paint, 
to provide them with concise technical information 
on the rationale and steps required to phase out lead 
paint. “Lead paint” or “lead-based paint” is paint 
to which one or more lead compounds have been 
intentionally added by the manufacturer to obtain 
specific characteristics. This document explains the 
health and economic importance of preventing lead 
exposure by establishing legally binding controls to 
stop the addition of lead to paint. It also describes the 
support available to countries to take this action. It is 
complemented by a policy brief for the information of 
policy-makers.1

International efforts to eliminate lead 
paint

Governments are working together to promote policy 
action to protect human health from exposure to 
lead. The Global Alliance to Eliminate Lead Paint 
(the Lead Paint Alliance) was established following 
the second session of the International Conference 
on Chemicals Management (ICCM2, Geneva, 11–15 
May 2009) under the joint leadership of the United 
Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) and the 
World Health Organization (WHO). The primary goal 
of the Alliance is to promote the global phase-out 
of lead paint through the establishment of legally 
binding control measures in every country to limit 
the lead content of paints, varnishes and coatings. 
The elimination of lead paint contributes to the 
achievement of the Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs), in particular SDG targets 3.9 and 12.4.

Laws are the most effective way to 
eliminate exposure to lead paint

Legally binding control measures can include statutes, 
regulations, and/or mandatory technical standards 
establishing a binding, enforceable limit on lead in 
paint with penalties for non-compliance. For brevity, 

these are referred to in this document as “lead paint 
laws”. Regulatory controls on a range of sources of 
lead exposure have been demonstrated to protect 
public health, as reflected in declining population-
level blood lead concentrations in many countries.

Lead exposure causes wide-ranging 
health effects and environmental 
impacts

The toxicity of lead has been known for centuries; 
however, it is only in recent decades that the impact 
of chronic low-level lead exposure on multiple body 
systems has been understood. Studies to date have 
been unable to identify any level of exposure that has 
no harmful effects in children or adults. Young children 
are especially vulnerable to lead toxicity, and even low 
levels of exposure can result in reduced intelligence 
quotient (IQ), reduced attention span, increased 
antisocial behaviour and reduced educational 
attainment. Exposure in adults is associated with 
increased risk of cardiovascular disease, including 
hypertension and coronary heart disease.

As a consequence of these health impacts, the 
burden of disease from lead exposure is high: the 
Institute for Health Metrics and Evaluation (IHME) 
estimated that, in 2017, lead exposure accounted for 
1.06 million deaths and the loss of 24.4 million years 
of healthy life (disability-adjusted life years (DALYs)) 
worldwide. Lead is, furthermore, a well-documented 
ecotoxicant, posing threats to both aquatic and 
terrestrial ecosystems.

Mechanisms of exposure to lead from 
paint

Lead compounds can be added to paint as pigments, 
driers and to provide corrosion resistance, resulting 
in a high lead content, which may be in the order 
of thousands of parts per million (ppm). While the 
paint remains intact, the lead content is not a hazard; 
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