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In the Wake of Recent Events at Schools, Coalition Demonstrates the Dangers of Drilling and Makes Recommendations for Preventative Action
Childhood Lead Poisoning Possibly Connected to Fiber-Optic Drilling Should Spark Community Awareness and Changes in Child Day Care Centers, Nurseries and Schools.

St. Louis, Missouri  (  Members of the St. Louis Lead Prevention Coalition demonstrated this morning just how dangerous improper drilling can be when it comes to lead.  The group drilled holes into drywall and onlookers saw the amount of dust that fell out and was kicked into the air.  “If we were drilling into a surface with lead-based paint or materials containing lead,” said Coalition Executive Director Jonathan VanderBrug, “We could be creating a serious lead problem here.”

VanderBrug also held up a small, one-gram packet of sugar used for coffee.  The amount of lead equal to the amount of sugar in that packet would be enough, if spread equally over 10,000 square feet of floor, to make that entire floor exceed federal lead-safety regulations.  “Whether a homeowner or a large contractor, everyone must realize that it doesn’t take a lot of lead to put our children in harm’s way, and improper drilling can do just that by spreading lead-laden dust,” commented Fernando Serrano, Co-Chair of the Coalition’s Board of Directors.

On January 4, the St. Louis City Health Department informed the public that a 4-year old Dunbar Elementary preschooler was found to be suffering from lead poisoning – with a blood lead level more than two times the poisoning threshold.  City health officials said that they suspect this boy may have been poisoned at school, as a result of lead-laden dust caused by drilling to install fiber-optic cables.  City test results from Dunbar Elementary School found lead dust in a stairwell, a bathroom, a coatroom and on a windowsill.  All in all, 48 city schools have had or are having similar fiber-optic work done.

The Health Department has not yet established a direct link between the drilling and the preschooler’s poisoning; but the Coalition stated that the fact remains that lead dust was found, and this alone is disconcerting.  Coalition members stressed that recent events underscore the need for anyone doing remodeling – from a do-it-yourself property owner to a large school contractor – to perform the work in a lead-safe manner.  This means, among other things, sealing off the work area thoroughly, keeping surfaces wet so that dust does not spread, keeping children away from the scene of work and properly cleaning the work site after completion.  Coalition members urged anyone considering remodeling to first call the Environmental Protection Agency at 1(800) 424-LEAD for more information on lead-safe remodeling.

“We can seek to improve our children’s educational development by wiring our homes, daycare centers and schools, but if we install this wiring without regard to lead, we run the risk of actually hindering our children’s intellectual growth,” said VanderBrug.  With this in (continued) mind, the Coalition presented five basic recommendations and urged child day care centers, nurseries and schools to implement them:

1. Every child day care, nursery or school building that is frequented by children and that was built before 1978 should receive a thorough and professional lead inspection.

2. The results of these lead inspections should be made available to the parents of the children being served by that facility.

3. The results of these lead inspections should be placed on file in the building inspected and should be included in request-for-bid packages regarding installation, repair, remodeling, demolition or construction projects.

4. Child day care centers, nurseries and schools should require that every bid received for work includes a detailed plan outlining how the contractor and its subcontractors will perform their work in a lead-safe manner, according to federal, state and local regulations regarding lead.

5. Child day care centers, nurseries and schools should encourage all parents to have their children tested for lead poisoning, especially children below the age of 72 months.  Child day care centers, nurseries and schools should make every attempt to facilitate such testing, especially if these facilities have been identified as having lead hazards.

The Coalition stressed that these recommendations are not hollow.  “They are backed by our sincere willingness to provide or help secure whatever assistance is needed to make these recommendations a reality,” VanderBrug said.  Coalition members stated that the Coalition had faxed the recommendations to Superintendent Cleveland Hammonds, Jr. yesterday and that the Coalition is seeking to be in helpful, supportive dialogue with day care centers, nurseries and schools to assist them in their efforts to protect their children from lead poisoning.

The effects of lead poisoning – many of which are irreversible – include lowered I.Q., learning disabilities, hyperactivity and anemia.  Extreme cases of lead poisoning can cause mental retardation, coma or even death.  Children below the age of 72 months are particularly vulnerable to lead poisoning.  Lead poisoning is a problem in all areas, not just the inner cities, in part because lead-based paint was not banned for residential use until 1978.

The St. Louis Lead Prevention Coalition is a diverse group of individuals and public and private organizations seeking to reduce childhood lead poisoning in the St. Louis metro area, especially among children.
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