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Fact Sheet - What you need to know about lead in drinking water on health? 
 
Lead is everywhere 
Lead is a naturally occurring heavy metal which usually presents in a very small quantity 
in the environment.  However, because of the widespread industrial use of lead and its 
compounds, lead may be found in products such as batteries, lead‐based paints, lead‐
containing ceramics, lead solder, leaded petrol and even cosmetics and herbal medicines. 
Common sources of lead exposure at very low levels for the general public include urban 
dust, contaminated food and water. 
 
In everyday life, lead is found everywhere and exposure seems unavoidable. 
Notwithstanding this, it is always good for health to achieve the lowest possible lead 
exposure. 
 
Health effects of lead 
Lead can enter the body mainly by mouth and breathing. Lead has no biological role. Its 
toxic effect depends on the dose, duration, frequency of exposure as well as vulnerability 
of the exposed person. When lead is absorbed into the body in large amounts, it is toxic 
to many organs and systems. Significant exposure to lead is associated with a wide range 
of effects, including neurodevelopmental effects, neurological impairment, anaemia, high 
blood pressure, gastrointestinal symptoms, impaired renal function, impaired fertility and 
adverse pregnancy outcomes e.g. increasing the risk of miscarriage.  Young children tend 
to absorb more ingested lead as adults from a given source.  They are also more sensitive 
to the toxic effects of lead due to their immature and developing brains.  We should take 
actions to minimise exposure to lead from all sources including food, water and 
environment especially for children aged below 6, pregnant women and lactating women 
who belong to the more easily affected groups. 
 
How to minimise lead exposure in everyday life? 
 
Good Hygiene practice 
 Remove dust in the household. Mop floors frequently, and use damp cloths or sponge 

to clean windowsills and furniture.  
 Wash your hands and clean your face frequently to remove the lead dust on skin 
 Wash children’s hands before they eat and sleep. Wash their hands and clean their 

face frequently to remove the lead dust on their skin  
 Parents and caregivers should wash their hands after handling items which may 

contain lead 
 
Good Dietary practice 
 Sufficient dietary intake of calcium, iron and vitamin C can help minimise lead 

absorption. Food sources of calcium include milk, tofu, and calcium-fortified soymilk. 
Meat, fish, and dark green leafy vegetables are rich in iron. Fresh fruits such as orange 
and kiwifruits are good sources of vitamin C.  
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 Include iron-rich foods in your diet. Consuming vitamin C rich fruit with meals helps 
the body absorb iron from other foods.  

 For feeding babies, other than breast milk or formula milk, introduce solid food at 
around 6 months of age. Apart from iron fortified baby cereal, meat or fish puree, 
pureed leafy vegetables and fruits are nutritious first foods. After their first birthday, 
children can generally share family’s foods. They eat better with a regular schedule of 
3 main meals and 2 snacks a day. A daily diet with 480ml milk is sufficient to meet 
their needs for calcium.  

 A higher calcium intake helps minimise lead absorption and lower the blood lead level 
in pregnant women and lactating mothers. Consume two glasses of milk or calcium-
fortified soymilk every day; also choose calcium-rich foods, such as tofu, small fish 
eaten with their bones, green leafy vegetables. You may need to take both the 
prenatal multivitamin and minerals supplement and calcium tablet. Seek advice from 
your doctor or pharmacist.  

 
Measures to avoid common lead exposure 

Lifestyle (incl. dietary) exposure Health advice 

 Smoking (incl. passive smoking)  Don’t smoke  
 Family members should refrain from smoking  

 Eating lime‐preserved eggs  Reduce the consumption of foods high in lead, such as lime preserved 
egg, oyster, and shellfish.  

 Avoid offering children foods high in lead, such as lime preserved egg, 
oyster, and shellfish. 

 Eating oysters and other shellfish 
(e.g. clams, scallops, mussels etc.)   

 Eating leafy vegetable from 
contaminated soil 

 Before cooking, wash vegetables thoroughly, particularly leafy 
vegetables, to remove dust and soil in order to reduce the level of 
lead.  

 
 

Occupational exposure  

 Leaded gasoline, aviation fuel, 
cleaning tanks 

 Family members, who are exposed to lead and lead compound at 
work, are advised to change their clothes and shoes before going 
home.   Lead‐acid batteries 

 Ammunition, gun powder  

 Lead‐based paints 

 Solder 

 Burning/welding/cutting of lead‐
coated materials, e.g. ship breakers, 
welders 

 
Recreational & other exposures  

 Fishing, Target shooting, Ceramic 
art 

 Wash hands after handling the items which may contain lead e.g. 
Fishing sinker  

 Family members, who may be exposed to lead and lead compound at 
certain recreational activities, are advised to change their clothes and 
take off their shoes before entering home.  

 Use of Chinese, proprietary, herbal 
drugs 

 Avoid taking Chinese herbal medicine or proprietary Chinese 
medicine of unknown origin.  

 Use of pigmented cosmetics (e.g.  Avoid using hair dye, eye shadows known as Kohl and Surma from 
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阿拉伯、中東及南亞常用的眼影

surma or kohl) or hair dye 

Arabia, Middle East, and South Asia.  

 Burning incense and candle  Ensure good ventilation when using candles and burning incense and 
wash your hands immediately after handling.  

 Printed porcelain (e.g.印花瓷器)  Refrain from using colour painted ceramic tableware and cups unless 
the item is labelled "lead‐free" or you are sure that the material used 
is safe.  

 Use of crystal utensils for 
food/drinks 

 Do not store foods and drinks in crystal glassware.  

 Painted fitting items/furniture  
(e.g. cot/ bed/ doors/ gates/ grills/ 
terrace or patio fences/ handrail)  

 Some paints may contain lead. Fix the deteriorating paints.  
 Stop children from mouthing the crayons, paint fragments, and 

furniture. 
  Peeling of paint from wall or 

painted fitting items/furniture 

  

 Damaged electric or electronic 
devices 

 Avoid contact with damaged batteries and electronic devices  

 Painted toys  Toys with paints of deeper colour may contain lead. Parents can verify 
with the retailers or manufacturers or check the product label for 
statements on the compliance with the ISO, EN71, or ASTM F963‐11 
safety standards. 

 Remove the toys if you are not sure whether they are safe for 
children. 

 Wash children's toys and pacifiers frequently.  

 

Cultivate good habits of water use 
 Run the tap for at least two minutes after long periods of stagnation (for instance, 

after several hours or overnight) before collecting it for drinking or cooking 
 As hot water increases the amount of impurities that may leach from pipes and 

fittings, avoid using water from hot water taps for drinking or cooking 
Please refer to flush water advice given by the Water Supplies Department (WSD): 
https://www.wsd.gov.hk/en/core-businesses/water-quality/water-use-
tips/index.html 
 

 The WSD is implementing the Enhanced Water Quality Monitoring Programme 
throughout Hong Kong in late 2017.  Random samples from drinking water taps will 
be collected to gather local data on various parameters (including lead) with a view to 
affirming the relevant Guideline Values/Provisional Guideline Values of the World 
Health Organization as the Hong Kong based drinking water standard.  If your unit 
or building has been selected for water sampling under the said programme and in 
case the sampling results show exceedance in metal parameter(s), you are requested 
to-  
 Follow WSD’s specific advice on water use 
 When using bottled water to make up infant formula 

 Use only distilled water  
 Boil the water before using it to prepare the feed. Use the water within 

half an hour of boiling when the water temperature is at least 70℃ 

https://www.wsd.gov.hk/en/core-businesses/water-quality/water-use-tips/index.html
https://www.wsd.gov.hk/en/core-businesses/water-quality/water-use-tips/index.html


4 
 

 Do not use mineral water because its mineral content may exceed the 
baby’s need 

 
Need for blood lead level test?  
In the excess lead in drinking water incident affecting 11 public rental housing estates in 
2015, the Government conducted 5,655 blood lead level (BLL) testing and a total of 165 
(2.9%) persons were found to have mildly elevated BLL ranging from 5-16.7 microgram 
per deciliter (ug/dL). This incident showed that:  
1. The observed mild elevation of BLL is not expected to result in observable clinical 

features  
2. For most people with elevated BLL, their BLL gradually returned to normal after 

exposure to contaminated water had stopped  
3. For a few exceptional cases which still have mildly elevated BLL, Hospital Authority 

(HA) is following up these cases and their BLL was on a downward trend 
4. None of these persons with elevated BLL required chelation therapy or any other 

specific treatment  
 
Experience gained from managing the incident of excess lead in drinking water in 2015 
showed that the most important element of clinical management is cessation of further 
exposure to lead contaminated water.  Screening of BLL did not affect the clinical 
management.  Over time, lead is passed out of the body along with urine and stool.  
 
Advice for persons with health concern 
 Exposure to lead from drinking water is unlikely to give rise to a markedly raised BLL.  

Those who have a health concern may consult their family doctor for advice and 
counseling.  

 
Advice for parents with health concern 
 Parents of children with health concern after exposure to lead in drinking water may 

consult their family doctor or private paediatrician for advice and counseling, as well 
as assessment of developmental problems if indicated. 

 For public sectors in Hong Kong, Maternal and Child Centres of the Department of 
Health (DH) provide preventive health service for pre-primary children.  It includes, 
among others, health advice and developmental surveillance which aims at earlier 
identification of developmental problems. DH’s Student Health Service provides 
health promotion and disease prevention services to all primary and secondary day 
school students.  Enrolled students will be given an annual appointment for health 
assessment at a student health service centre to receive services meeting the health 
needs at various stages of their development.  The scope of service covers physical 
examination, health assessment, individual health counselling and health education. 
Children suspected of developmental problems will be referred to DH/HA Child 
Assessment Centres or other HA Specialist Clinics for further assessment and 
management. 

 Parents of primary and secondary school students may approach teachers or 
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coordinators of the Student Support Team in their schools for advice and support 
regarding their children’s problems in learning or adjustment issues.  
 

Advice for breastfeeding mothers and pregnant women planning to breastfeed 
 Lead level in breastmilk is far lower than that in blood.  Breastfeeding is unlikely to 

raise baby’s blood lead level if mother’s blood lead level is only slightly elevated.   
 The 2015 incident has shown that no breastfeeding mother had a blood lead level so 

high as to require discontinuation of breastfeeding.  
 In most circumstances, breastfeeding mothers with exposure to lead in drinking 

water can continue to breastfeed and let their babies benefit the most from 
breastmilk. 
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