Children’s Environmental Health Center of the Hudson Valley
New York Medical College, Valhalla, New York 10595
P: 914-493-7585 F: 914-594-2350
CHILDREN’S ENVIRONMENTAL HEALTH CENTER OF THE HUDSON VALLEY
PROTECTING CHILDREN AGAINST ENVIRONMENTAL THREATS
www.ChildrensEnvironment.org

March 2017 – CHILDREN’S HEALTH ADVISORY
Lead Exposure and Pregnancy

March 15, 2017: The recent water contamination crisis in Flint, Michigan has made the subject of lead
ubiquitous presence in our lives. From its effects as a neurotoxin, to being a known teratogen, lead is a
potent toxicant. It is vital that we remain aware and educated about how best to protect ourselves.
What is lead? Why is it so dangerous? Lead is an element found in nature. It is a metal that has a
variety of uses, including construction, batteries, and bullets. However, if ingested or inhaled, lead can
be poisonous to the human body, especially for children.
If ingested over time, lead has the potential to accumulate in the blood or bones. Chronic low-level lead
exposure has adverse effects in both adults and children, and there has been no safe threshold level yet
identified. In adults, these effects are primarily on the nervous system, and include cognitive decline,
hypertension, renal dysfunction and adverse reproductive outcomes. High levels of exposure can lead to
delirium, seizures, coma, or even death.
Blood lead is the most well-supported and widely available measure of lead exposure. In non-pregnant
adults, blood lead levels < 5 micrograms/dL are considered normal. Levels between 5 and 10
micrograms/dL require follow-up, and levels > 10 micrograms/dL require assessment and management
of environmental exposures. Levels > 40 micrograms/dL in symptomatic individuals require close
consideration of chelation, a therapy by which a synthetic solution is injected into the blood stream in
order to remove heavy metals from the body. In children, treatment is recommended at levels > 45
micrograms/dL or higher.
Can this affect my children? Yes. There is overwhelming evidence to suggest lead’s role in childhood
developmental delays. In fact, the developing nervous system in children makes them more susceptible
to the neurologic effects of lead. Even low levels of exposure have been shown to lead to affect IQ, a
child’s ability to pay attention, and academic achievement. Once these effects are in place, they cannot
be reversed.

I’m pregnant – can this affect my unborn child? Yes. Lead crosses the placenta quite readily, and is
detectable in the fetal brain as early as the first trimester. Elevated maternal lead levels in pregnancy
have been associated with gestational hypertension, spontaneous abortion, low birth and impaired
neurodevelopment.
I’m pregnant and I’m not sure if I’ve been exposed to lead – what do I do now? Neither the Centers
for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) nor the American College of Obstetricians and Gynecologists
(ACOG) recommend universal screening of blood lead of pregnant women in the United States. If you
are pregnant, your obstetrician will evaluate your personal risk factors for lead exposure and perform
blood lead level testing if even one risk factor is present.
These risk factors include the following:

It is important to note that these risk factors are only for pregnant women; risk factors for young
children are different.
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