Cost-Benefit Analysis of Lead Hazard Control Reveals Significant Savings (from Alliance Alert, July 09)
It has long been known that the chief remaining cause of lead poisoning is lead-based paint in housing, especially housing built before 1950, when lead paint was commonly used. For this reason, the elimination of lead paint hazards can create substantial benefits. Now those benefits have been quantified through a national cost-benefit analysis of lead hazard control by Elise Gould that appeared in the July issue of Environmental Health Perspectives.

Gould’s study considers recent cost estimates of $1.2 to $11 billion to eliminate high-risk lead hazards. In comparison, she calculates the health costs associated with inaction. 

High lead levels can cause multiple and irreversible health problems which include learning disabilities, attention deficit–hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), mental retardation, stunted growth, seizures, coma, or, at high levels, death. But there are social and behavioral costs of lead-poisoning as well. Even low levels of exposure have been linked to lower IQ and learning difficulties, which Gould argues increases the need for enrollment in special education services, lowers lifetime earnings, and greatly increases the possibility of engaging in violent criminal activity. 

The study calculates benefits of $192 to $270 billion in avoided medical costs, special education costs, ADHD costs, and criminal activity plus increased tax revenue and increased earnings. 

The bottom line is that each dollar invested in lead hazard control results in return of $17 to $221. Gould compares this net benefit to that of vaccination – which has long been accepted as “cost effective.” For every dollar spent on immunizations, vaccination against the most common childhood diseases is estimated to save $5.30–16.50. 

Gould’s study concludes that “there are substantial returns to investing in lead hazard control, particularly targeted at early intervention in communities most likely at risk. Given the high societal costs of inaction, lead hazard control appears to be well worth the price.” Lead-poisoning prevention advocates may be able to use Gould’s argument to promote policies and investments in lead hazard control. Policy makers must recognize the costs of inaction are far too immense.
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