St. Louis still can't cut rate of lead poisoning in children
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Although St. Louis children have among the highest rates of lead poisoning in the country and several million dollars in federal grants have been funneled this way, St. Louis has not been able to make much progress in reducing its lead poisoning rate. 

Activists call the incidence of lead poisoned children the greatest public health issue in St. Louis. Elevated levels of lead in children's blood can cause brain damage, mental retardation, behavior problems, liver and kidney damage, hearing loss, hyperactivity and developmental delays. The most damage is caused during the ages of 6 months through 6 years. 

More than 30 percent of St. Louis children tested were positive for elevated lead levels in their blood, according to the city's figures for 2000. Doctors and environmentalists say the number of children affected could be higher because so many children are not tested. State figures for St. Louis County show that 698 children were tested in 2000, and the percentage with lead poisoning was 6 percent. 

A child who grows up in a house built in St. Louis before 1978, when lead in paint was banned, is at a high risk of lead poisoning. Almost 90 percent of St. Louis' housing stock was built before then. 

The St. Louis Department of Health estimates that about 140,000 housing units in the city contain lead paint. Not so in St. Louis County, where the housing stock is newer. 

Critics say that part of St. Louis' lag in its lead prevention program lies in the lack of coordination between the several city agencies charged with solving the problem: 

The Community Development Administration gets and administers grants used for lead prevention compliance efforts in the city. 

City Health Department workers analyze lead levels in the homes of those identified with high lead blood levels. 

The St. Louis Building Division has its own lead remediation program that started in 2000 and has made 204 single-living units (apartments and houses) lead-safe. 

The Urban League has a staff trained in lead abatement and works on 150 homes a year. 

St. Louis Lead Prevention Coalition, a nonprofit agency, provides education, resources and referrals for lead testing of children and homes. 

Grace Hill Neighborhood Health Center has been tapped to receive $15 million over three years to make 300 homes lead-safe and work with 2,000 families to prevent babies and young children from getting lead poisoning. Funds will not be available until next year. 

Fernando Serrano, a faculty member in St. Louis University's School of Public Health, directed research that identified the St. Louis ZIP codes - 63106, 63107, 63110, 63112, 63113 and 63115 - with the highest number of lead poisoned children. Serrano says he got involved because he saw the lead issue as "a case study in what is not right in this city." 

"The city has not been able to get its act together and put together a comprehensive plan," he said. 

City officials say that's about to change and the effort won't be jeopardized by the absence of recently fired Brenda Quarles, who was in charge of coordinating the city's lead abatement program. 

Health Commissioner Melba Moore said representatives of the several agencies involved would put together a new plan within the next 60 days. 

"We will be bringing all the partners to the table, identifying all their roles and responsibilities," she said. 

A current $5.5 million federal grant that includes matching funds from the city requires that the city make 400 houses safe from lead by Jan. 31, 2005. So far, 207 homes have undergone remediation, said Dan McGuire, acting director of housing programs at CDA. More than $2.5 million of the grant is left. 

The cost of abatement is nearly impossible to calculate, given the various degrees of remediation work that might be required. From the CDA's report, work has ranged from $341 to almost $20,000 per building. 

The city also has applied for $4 million of nearly $50 million in federal funds earmarked for lead-prevention programs. McGuire said he hopes to learn the outcome of that application in a few weeks. 
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St. Louis lead abatement worker Frank Burrell works Tuesday to remove the dangers of lead paint found in a home in the city. Where lead paint was found, the house is being scraped and repainted.
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