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NATURE AND SOURCES OF THE POLLUTANT 

In the past, automotive sources were the major contributor of lead emissions to the atmosphere. As a result 

of EPA's regulatory efforts to reduce the content of lead in gasoline, the contribution from the 

transportation sector has declined over the past decade. Today, metals processing is the major source of 

lead emissions to the atmosphere. The highest concentrations of lead are found in the vicinity of nonferrous 

and ferrous smelters, battery manufacturers, and other stationary sources of lead emissions. 

HEALTH EFFECTS 

Exposure to lead occurs mainly through the inhalation of air and the ingestion of lead in food, water, soil, 

or dust. It accumulates in the blood, bones, and soft tissues. Because it is not readily excreted, lead can also 

adversely affect the kidneys, liver, nervous system, and other organs. Excessive exposure to lead may cause 

neurological impairments such as seizures, mental retardation, and/or behavioral disorders. Even at low 

doses, lead exposure is associated with damage to the nervous systems of fetuses and young children, 

resulting in learning deficits and lowered IQ. Recent studies also show that lead may be a factor in high 

blood pressure and subsequent heart disease. 

NATIONAL AMBIENT AIR QUALITY STANDARDS 

The Clean Air Act requires the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) to set National Ambient Air 

Quality Standards (NAAQS) for the six major air pollutants considered harmful to public health and the 

environment. Localities where air pollution levels exceed the NAAQS are required to develop plans to 

reduce emissions. 

The NAAQS for lead is 1.5 micrograms per cubic meter of air, averaged over a three-month period. There 

are currently 10 localities in the United States that exceed the standard. 

 


