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LEAD POISONING

MORE than two decades ago, federal law banned the sale of lead paint. But even now, thousands of children in Missouri and Illinois are poisoned by lead every year. The result is an epidemic of preventable behavioral and cognitive problems, including learning disabilities, shortened attention span and lowered IQ.

A bill signed into law last week by Gov. Bob Holden will for the first time create a universal, systematic lead screening program for Missouri's children. Judged by the number of serious health problems it can prevent and the number of young lives it can improve, signing the law may be among the most important acts of Mr. Holden's tenure. The legislators who fought long and hard for the bill deserve much credit and gratitude. The success of the testing plan now depends on the education and cooperation of parents.

Missouri is the nation's leading lead producer. Because of that, and our industrial past, Missouri has the nation's highest level of airborne lead. We have the country's third-highest total environmental release of lead. And at least 80 percent of the state's housing units were built before lead paint was banned. As a result, lead poisoning is three times more common among Missouri children than for the nation as a whole.

Yet many continue to believe that lead poisoning is a problem for someone else's children -- that it's an urban problem, or a poverty problem. In several rural counties with the highest levels of airborne lead, fewer than 5 percent of young children have been tested. In St. Louis County, the numbers are only slightly better; about 10 percent of kids have received a lead test. And in the city, where scandalously high rates of lead poisoning have been in the news for decades, only about 37 percent of young children have been screened.

That will change under the law Mr. Holden signed last week. Beginning next year, every child in Missouri under age 6 must be tested at least once. Children up to age 6 who live in high-risk areas must be tested each year.

Contrast that to the situation in Illinois, where a 1993 law requires testing only for children who live in high-risk areas. Those believed to be at lower risk must only be given a risk assessment. But accurately assessing risk can sometimes be tricky. Even in areas where lead poisoning is rare, a child can be exposed to lead paint or lead in soil. Chronic exposure to even very low levels can cause problems.

Missouri's law would be stronger if every school and day care center required proof of lead testing. Still, the new law is a big step in the right direction.


