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City kicks off program to test kids' lead levels
This story was published in Metro on Wednesday, April 10, 2002. 

By Norm Parish 
Of The Post-Dispatch 
Samuel Baldwin, 5, watches St. Louis lead inspector Jeanette Thomas prepare for taking a blood sample to test the level of lead in his blood. Samuel, who was held by his mother, Jennifer Baldwin, throughout the experience, noted afterword that he didn't cry.

Samuel Baldwin saw the thin needle and immediately began to squint and squirm. The 5-year-old calmed down almost as quickly after the St. Louis Health Department medical technician drew blood from his arm.

"It didn't hurt," said a smiling Samuel.

Samuel and his 6-year-old sister Alexandra, both of St. Louis, were among the first youngsters to participate this year in the kickoff of a door-to-door program to test St. Louis children for lead poisoning.

Tuesday marked the beginning of the second consecutive year in which a van will canvass neighborhoods that have had the highest rates of lead poisoning. Last year, 221 children were tested during the program's 36 days. Of those children, 38.5 percent were found to have excessive levels of lead in their blood.

This year, the program is scheduled to end in October and officials hope to test more children.

In testing of 11,260 children by the city and private physicians in 2000, 31 percent showed excessive levels of lead. More than 60 percent of the city's 28,369 children younger than age 6 have not been tested for lead, even though many are at risk of being poisoned, officials said. About 90 percent of city's houses were built before lead-based paint was banned in 1978, they said.

Lead poisoning can cause a variety of health problems, including learning disorders and even death.

Some housing activists and parents are pleased with the city's latest effort to get more children tested.

"The coalition is always pleased with any effort to improve the testing of lead in children," said Judy Riehl, executive director of the St. Louis Lead Prevention Coalition.

Jennifer Baldwin, whose children Samuel and Alexandra were tested Tuesday, said she didn't know about the city's testing program until the van stopped near their home at the 4600 block of Alaska Avenue.

"I think this is a good idea," said Baldwin, 33.

Brandy Teague, who took a friend's 4-year-old to be tested, agreed.

"A lot of (children) need to be tested," Teague said.

On Tuesday, workers knocked on doors and asked residents if they had children ages 6 months to 6 years. In some cases, residents were open to tests; others were not.

Children like the Baldwins were given balloons and colored Band-Aids after their tests.

"I didn't even cry," said a proud Samuel.
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