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E N V I R O N M E N T  D E S I G N  G U I D E
LEAD HAZARDS IN CONSTRUCTION —            
A DESIGNER'S GUIDE
Nigel Bell
This note, PRO 20, originally published in November 1998, was reviewed by Nigel Bell in September 2004. This summary page includes 
recent updates to the topic since publication.

SUMMARY OF

ACTIONS TOWARDS SUSTAINABLE OUTCOMES
Environmental Issues/Principal Impacts
• The health dangers of lead have been known for thousands of years, yet its use has continued to grow.  It was in 1897 that the 

Australasian Medical Gazette first described lead poisoning in children. A 1927-28 Royal Commission found that in spite of 
the illness and deaths attributable to lead mining, smelting and contact with lead products, lead was too useful a substance to 
restrict or ban (!).

• Lead is commonly found in metallic sheet (flashings); pre-1970 paint (up to 50 per cent lead content by weight); in PVC as a 
heat and light stabiliser; lead-contaminated dust (roof space, underfloor); lead fumes from heating/melting/welding materials 
with lead content (e.g. painted steel); drinking water (pre-1930s lead pipes and/or leaching from lead-solder in copper pipes 
or water tanks). Lead in petrol has been phased out since 2002.  

• Inner-city and industrial sites are at greatest risk from point-sources (e.g. factories) and building renovations, where a century 
or more of accumulated lead from paints, plumbing, glazed tiles, dust, traffic fumes, etc. may be released and affect the next 
generation. Most inner-city sites will be contaminated, even though they may not be listed as such on government registers.   

• Occupational lead exposures occur for those involved in demolition, renovation, maintenance and construction – and those 
that live nearby, supervise, or even visit a contaminated property.   

• Take-home lead exposures occur from lead dust on clothes, skin, hair, boots, tools, equipment and vehicles. 

• Lead poisoning is cumulative and occurs from inhaling (dust, fumes), ingestion (eating, smoking), skin absorption (some 
lubricants, dust on sweaty skin) and in-utero absorption as blood-lead levels are passed on to the baby pre-birth. Foetuses, 
young children and people who work with lead have greatest long-term health risk. 

Basic Strategies
• Accept that a professional ‘duty of care’ exists to ensure lead (and other) hazardous substances are not released through 

construction to harm workers or occupants – especially in relation to construction pre-1970. 

• Apply the occupational health and safety hierarchy of controls: elimination, substitution, isolation, control measures, safe 
work practices, administrative control procedures, personal protective equipment.  

• Engage a professional dust removalist (Australian Dust Removalists Association) to remove contaminated dust prior to every 
inner-city renovation, plus a lead-trained member of the Master Painters Association if paint is peeling or chalking, for the 
benefit of your client, workers, occupants and neighbours. If in doubt, get paint/dust samples tested (inexpensively) with a 
spot test kit or at a laboratory. 

Cutting EDGe Strategies
• Specify lead-free or lead-reduced materials and products. 

• Clarify through construction contract and specification, remediation responsibilities and costs. 

• Identify persons and procedures responsible for site ‘lead-safe’ work practices within the contract documents.

• Take personal precautions (personal protective clothing and equipment) when visiting construction sites.

Synergies and References
• http://www.epa.nsw.gov.au/leadsafe

• http://www.deh.gov.au/atmosphere/airquality/lead/

• http://www.lead.org.au Lead Advisory Service Australia (LASA), 1800 626 086, is a community-based organisation with 
much useful web-based information developed over 15 years.

• http://www.adra.com.au Australian Dust Removalists Association Inc.

• http://www.ceilingsuckers.com.au for useful outline of problems and remediation

• BDP Environment Guide: PRO 4, PRO 5, PRO 6
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