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Critical Reading — A “Big Idea” — Issues of environmental health often beg the
question, “What should be done?” The articles assigned in the reading activity
draw very different conclusions on this question. Agreement on the
seriousness of a problem and the source of a problem can sometimes be hard
to come by, especially when solutions entail huge costs. While sound science
is an important part of this process, it remains an essentially political decision.
Asking students to critically read articles like this one can help students
separate the science from the politics and the facts from the fiction.
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Further Investigation
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Student Assessment
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Excerpt: “An Element of Doubt” by Ellen Ruppel Shell
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Excerpt: “The Secret History of Lead” by Jamie Lincoln Kitman
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naturalist Pliny the Elder cautioned that "all the current instructions on the subject
of [lead's] employment for medicinal purposes are in my opinion decidedly risky.”

& C & %whose habit of drinking
potions sweetened with "sugar of lead" is said to have hastened the toppling of
their empire.
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his own "lead colic," brought on by frequent encounters with the printing press,
Franklin wrote, "The mischievous Effect from lead is at least above Sixty Years
old; and you will observe with Concern how long a useful truth may be known,
and exist, before it is generally received and practis'd on."
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had entered into a devil's wager with lead, using the public health as our stake!

All that, of course, has changed. Over the past quarter century Americans not
only have kicked the lead habit but have turned on lead with the zeal of the
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This triumph over lead is widely touted as one of the great public-health success
stories of the century, a stunning example of the strength of activism over vested

interests. But many are unwilling to declare victory. C 2
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1§ Other groups and the media have picked up the chant, citing
widespread low-level lead poisoning as the trigger for ills ranging from attention-
deficit disorder to juvenile violence.

Despite the impressive roster of medical and scientific organizations supporting
these claims, however, the characterization of lead poisoning as a "silent

epidemic" is not a scientific truth but a rhetorical pose. C C *
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pen in 1991 the CDC changed "lead poisoning" from a clear diagnosis to a murky
condition, thereby enlarging eighteen fold the likely population at risk and
encouraging the enactment of sweeping anti-lead legislation. Sanford Weiner, a
specialist in risk assessment at the Center for International Studies at the
Massachusetts Institute of Technology, puts it this way: "The agencies moved the
goalposts.”
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clear whether lead is causing deficits or simply acting as a marker for other
factors known to affect performance. In a commentary in the March, 1993, issue
of the Physicians for Social Responsibility Quarterly, the developmental
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psychologist Sandra Scarr, the Commonwealth Professor of Psychology at the
University of Virginia, wrote, "The child's heredity and environment are correlated
with lead exposure such that it is extremely difficult, if not theoretically
impossible, to disentangle the effects of the child's broader biology and ecology
from lead exposure.” Studies that have attempted to separate out the factors are,
usually by their own authors' admission, imperfect!
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Uncertainty remains as to the real impact that lead makes on children's
neuropsychological development. In the face of this doubt, the priority that
should be devoted to detection and intervention on children with moderately
increased blood lead, compared with other social influences on childhood
development, is open to debate.
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0 I One of Baghurst's co-authors on the former paper, the
psychologist Marjorie Smith, who is the acting director of the Thomas Coram
Research Unit at the Institute of Education at London University, says that
comments such as those made by the CDC are typical of the tendency to
exaggerate the impact of low-level lead exposure.
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I In any case, the effect of lead was swamped by every
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“What could be concluded was that parents should worry less about low-level
blood lead and more about reading their children bedtime stories,” Smith says.
"But the approach here in Europe has consistently been more measured and
much less reactive than it's been in the United States."
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“The next time you pull the family barge in for a fill-up, check it out: The gas
pumps read "Unleaded.” You might reasonably suppose this is because naturally
occurring lead has been thoughtfully removed from the gasoline. But you would

be wrong. & ! b
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( & ! They got together and put lead, a known poison, into gasoline, for
profit.
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How did lead get into gasoline in the first place? And why is leaded gas still being
sold in the Third World, Eastern Europe and elsewhere? Recently uncovered
documents from the archives of the aforementioned industrial behemoths and the
US government, a new skein of academic research and a careful reading of that
long-ago period's historical record, as well as dozens of interviews conducted by
The Nation, tell the true story of leaded gasoline, a sad and sordid commercial
venture that would tiptoe its way quietly into the black hole of history if the
captains of industry were to have their way. But the story must be recounted now.
The leaded gas adventurers have profitably polluted the world on a grand scale
and, in the process, have provided a model for the asbestos, tobacco, pesticide
and nuclear power industries, and other twentieth-century corporate bad actors,
for evading clear evidence that their products are harmful by hiding behind the
mantle of scientific uncertainty.

This is not just a textbook example of unnecessary environmental degradation,

however. Nor is this history important solely as a cautionary retort to those who
would doubt the need for aggressive regulation of industry, when commercial
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interests ask us to sanction genetically modified food on the basis of their own
scientific assurances, just as the merchants of lead once did. The leaded gasoline
story must also be read as a call to action, for the lead menace lives.
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denied, then fought, suppressed and unfairly maligned for decades to follow«
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even actively assisted the profiteers in spreading the use of leaded gasoline to
foreign countries<
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& h and continue to be. Lead is not only bad for the planet and all its life
forms, it is actually bad for cars and always was<
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views, but was from the outset fatally flawed; independent scientists who would
finally catch up with the earlier work's infirmities and debunk them were--and
continue to be--threatened and defamed by the lead interests and their hired
hands<
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current sellers of lead additives have successfully stepped up efforts to market
their wares in the less-developed world, efforts that persist and have
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P faced with lead's demise and their inevitable days of reckoning, these firms
have used the extraordinary financial returns that lead additive sales afford to
hurriedly fund diversification into less risky, more conventional businesses, while
taking a page from the tobacco companies' playbook and simultaneously moving
to reorganize their corporate structures to shield ownership and management
from liability for blanketing the earth with a deadly heavy metal.”
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