
 

Doctor warns about lead poisoning risk from
recycling older electronic equipment

July 28 2015

The disposal and recycling of electronic devices has increased exposure
to lead and other toxicants and created "an emerging health concern,"
according to a pediatrician who directs the Environmental Health and
Lead Clinic at Cincinnati Children's Hospital Medical Center.

In a recent Morbidity and Mortality Weekly Report, published by the
Centers for Disease Control, Dr. Nick Newman reports on two children,
ages 1 and 2, whose father worked at an e-scrap recycling company
crushing cathode ray tubes (CRTs). CRTs, made from leaded glass, were
commonly used in televisions and computer monitors but largely have
been replaced by newer technologies.

The children had blood lead levels of 18 micrograms per deciliter and 14
micrograms per deciliter. Although no safe blood lead level in children
has been identified, a reference level of 5 micrograms per deciliter is
now used to identify children for whom parents, doctors and public
health officials should take action to reduce exposure to lead.

The father left his job soon after the elevated blood lead levels were
detected, the levels subsequently decreased to 8.7 and 7.9 parts per
deciliter over the next three months.

"Pediatricians should ask about parents' occupations and hobbies," says
Dr Newman. "Not only is this a conversation starter with the family, but
it also is an opportunity to perform primary prevention activities to avoid
take-home exposures of lead, other metals, and toxicants that may be
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present at work. If a pediatrician has a question about whether a parent's
occupation could be risky, they can find answers through the national
Pediatric Environmental Health Specialty Unit network. The list of
regional contacts can be found at http://www.pehsu.net."

The National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health (NIOSH) has
found that take-home exposure to hazardous chemicals and substances,
including lead, is a widespread problem. Among the measures found to
be effective in preventing these exposures in the home are:

Changing clothes and shoes before going home and leaving soiled
clothing at work for laundering
Storing street clothes in separate areas of the workplace to
prevent contamination
Showering before leaving work
Prohibiting removal of toxic substances or contaminated items
from the workplace

"Preventing take-home exposure is key because decontaminating homes
and vehicles isn't always effective in the long-term," says Dr. Newman.
"Normal house cleaning and laundry methods are inadequate, and
decontamination can potentially lead to hazardous exposures among
workers doing the cleaning."

According to the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, discarded TVs,
computers, peripherals (including printers, scanners, fax machines),
keyboards, cell phones, and other electronics totaled about 1.87 million
tons in 2013. Approximately 40 percent of that was collected for
recycling.

Lead affects the developing nervous system of children, and elevated
levels in the blood are associated with hyperactivity, attention problems,
conduct problems and impairments in thinking, understanding and
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learning. Although deteriorating lead paint in pre-1979 housing is the
most common source of lead exposure in children, data indicate that at
least 30 percent of children with elevated blood lead levels were exposed
through a source other than paint.

"For the most part, older electronics at home are safe, but when they
break they can potentially expose children to a number of toxicants,
including lead," says Dr. Newman. "Families should take care with these
older devices. If one breaks, such as an old TV falling and breaking the
picture tube, they should immediately ventilate the area with fresh air,
leave the area temporarily and contact their local health department for
guidance with cleanup and disposal."
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