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Columbus Public Health

• Serve City of Columbus and 
Worthington

• Five-member Board of Health

• 500 staff approximately 

• 40+ public health programs

• Main campus and satellites
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Healthy Homes Program Overview

• Primary function of the program is to investigate elevated 
blood lead levels (EBLs) referred from the Ohio 
Department of Health.

• Work with Columbus Dept. of Development Lead Safe 
Columbus (HUD Grant) to control lead hazards in housing 
throughout the city.

• Perform Healthy Home Rating System inspections for 
Lead Safe Columbus. 
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What is Lead (Pb)?

• Naturally occurring element 

• Used since ancient times as soft metal and pigment for 
paints; was used in gasoline (anti-knocking agent), 
ammunition, ceramics, plumbing and solders, jewelry, 
keys, batteries and cosmetics.

• Typically ingested or inhaled 

• Toxic to humans (especially the young) affecting almost 
every organ and system in the body. 

• Hypertension and eye disease in older adults



City of Columbus • Columbus Public Health

Lead pigments

• Yellow Lead—lead chromate, naples or antimony 
yellow ranges from muted to earthy, reddish 
yellow pigment to bright yellow.

• Red Lead—Minium, lead tretraoxide is bright red 
or orange.

• White Lead—Lead carbonate, opaque white 
pigment
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Health Effects of Lead Poisoning in Children

• Behavior and learning problems

• Lower IQ and hyperactivity

• Slowed growth

• Hearing problems

• Reproductive problems

• Anemia

• In rare cases, seizures, coma 
and even death
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Symptoms of Lead Poisoning in Children

• Abdominal pain

• Constipated, nausea or vomiting

• Headaches

• Irritability

• Fatigue

• Loss of appetite

• Memory loss

• Some have no signs at all
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Testing

• Children with relatively 
low levels of lead 
generally show no 
symptoms

• Lead levels can only 
been identified 
through a venous or 
capillary blood test
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Testing Recommendations

The Ohio Department of Health 
recommends that children be 
screened for lead at ages 1 and 
2 if they meet one of the 
following criteria:

• Receives Medicaid

• Lives in or visit a house built 
before 1978

However, this is for 
housing/building related lead 
paint exposure 
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Examples of Lead Contamination
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How do Children Get 
Exposed?

• Lead dust from 
deteriorated paint in 
older homes is the 
most common
source of exposure 
today

• Children exposed 
by putting hands, 
toys or other objects 
in their mouths
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Identifying Lead Paint

• Often found on 
exterior paint, 
windows, door 
frames, in kitchens 
and bathrooms

• Only high risk if 
chipping or peeling 
or on a “friction or 
impact” surface
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Other Sources…

• Handmade or 
imported ceramics 
used for cooking and 
eating

• Bean pots commonly 
used in Mexican 
households
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Nepali Pans

Pakistani Pot

Pot Metal…

Typically a dull finish, may include lead and zinc, copper, tin, 
magnesium, aluminum, iron, and cadmium. Easy to cast and 
requires no sophisticated foundry equipment or molds.  
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Turmeric

Recalls

• High levels of lead found in 
turmeric (and curry) from 
international foods stores.

• These are frequently 
repackaged or generic in 
bags or other containers.

• Ground turmeric brought 
back by family or friends 
cannot be used. 

• Make your own or find 
safer brands from large 
grocery stores. 
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Kohl, Kajal, Al-Kalh, Surma, Saott
or generic black powder make-up 

• There is no "safe guarantee" unless it's been tested for 
each metal, as well as other chemicals.

• No safe "powder" type, like a black eyeshadow is 
available.

• Below 10 ppm for adults is OK as tested by U.S. EPA 
PESU: Mabeline's Kajal and the other is Loreal's 
Infalliable.

• “Risk reduction", but not necessarily "lead free", use 
USA, Canada or European brands. 
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Questions?



KumKuma and Lead Poisoning 
 

Kumkuma is a powder used for social and religious markings in India. It is made from turmeric or any other local 
materials. The turmeric is dried and powdered with a bit of slaked lime, which turns the rich yellow powder into a red 
color. Sometimes, red lead (lead tetroxide, also known as minium) is added. Red lead is toxic. The CDC has identified 
this as a major source of lead poisoning in children.  

In India, it is known by many names including kuṅkumam (Sanskrit कुङ्कुमम्), kumkuma (Telugu ం మ), 
kunku (Marathi कंुकू), kumkum (Bengali কুমকুম, Hindi कुमकुम), kunkuma (Kannada ಂ ಮ), kungkumam 
(Tamil ங் மம்), and kuṅkumam (Malayalam കു ുമം). Sources https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kumkuma, 
https://cdc.gov on 4/18/2019 

 

 



Holi Powder Toxicity Concerns 
red lead oxide and yellow lead chromate (lead poisoning) 
 

Synthetic colors 

Natural colors were used in the past to celebrate Holi safely by applying turmeric, sandalwood paste, extracts of flowers 
and leaves. As the spring-blossoming trees that once supplied the colors used to celebrate Holi have become more rare, 
chemically produced industrial dyes have been used to take their place in almost all of urban India. Due to the 
commercial availability of attractive pigments, slowly the natural colors are replaced by synthetic colors. As a result, it has 
caused mild to severe symptoms of skin irritation and inflammation. Lack of control over the quality and content of these 
colors is a problem, as they are frequently sold by vendors who do not know their origin Source: 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Holi#Health_Impact on 4/18/2019 

 

By Kamalakanta777 - Own work, CC BY-SA 3.0, https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=18624345 

  



 

 

Health Impact 

Sometimes, red lead (lead tetroxide, also known as minium) is added. Red lead is toxic.  

A 2007 study found that malachite green, a synthetic bluish-green dye used in some colors during Holi festival, was 
responsible for severe eye irritation in Delhi, if eyes were not washed upon exposure. Though the study found that the 
pigment did not penetrate through the cornea, malachite green is of concern and needs further study. [105] 

Another 2009 study reports that some colors produced and sold in India contain metal-based industrial dyes, causing an 
increase in skin problems to some people in the days following Holi. These colors are produced in India, particularly by 
small informal businesses, without any quality checks and are sold freely in the market. The colors are sold without 
labeling, and the consumer lacks information about the source of the colors, their contents, and possible toxic effects. In 
recent years, several nongovernmental organizations have started campaigning for safe practices related to the use of 
colors. Some are producing and marketing ranges of safer colors derived from natural sources such as vegetables and 
flowers.[ 

These reports have galvanized a number of groups into promoting more natural celebrations of Holi. Development 
Alternatives, Delhi and Kalpavriksh,[ – Kalpavriksh Environment Action Group, Pune, The CLEAN India campaign[108] and 
Society for Child Development, through its Avacayam Cooperative Campaign[109] have launched campaigns to help 
children learn to make their own colors for Holi from safer, natural ingredients. Meanwhile, some commercial companies 
such as the National Botanical Research Institute have begun to market "herbal" dyes, though these are substantially 
more expensive than the dangerous alternatives. However, it may be noted that many parts of rural India have always 
resorted to natural colors (and other parts of festivities more than colors) due to availability. 

In urban areas, some people wear nose mask and sun glasses to avoid inhaling pigments and to prevent chemical 
exposure to eyes. Source: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Holi#Health_Impact on 4/18/2019 

  



 

Sindoor Toxicity Concerns 
red lead (lead poisoning) and vermilion (mercury poisoning) 

 

Sindoor or Sindooram is a traditional vermilion red or orange-red coloured cosmetic powder from Indian Subcontinent, 
usually worn by married women along the part of their hair. Traditional sindoor is derived from the seeds of a plant 
named: Bixa Orellana or made with turmeric and alum or lime, or from other herbal ingredients. Unlike red lead and 
vermilion, these are not poisonous. Modern material being sold as sindhoor mainly uses vermilion, an orange-red 
pigment, the purified and powdered form of cinnabar, which is the chief form in which mercury sulfide naturally occurs. As 
with other compounds of mercury, sindoor is toxic and must be handled carefully. Sometimes, red lead (lead tetroxide, 
also known as minium) is added to sindoor. Red lead is toxic. Source:  https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sindoor on 4/18/2019 

 

 

 

 





Lead may be found in imported spices, medicines and home remedies from some countries outside of 
the United States. Ingesting too much lead can cause lead poisoning. Lead poisoning can be dangerous, 
especially to babies and children under 6. It can cause a lower IQ and hyperactivity, hearing problems and 
slowed growth. And a pregnant woman can pass lead from her body to her unborn baby’s. 

Keep your family healthy — don’t expose them to any of the following items if you suspect they are unsafe. 

Spices that may contain lead if imported:
• Cumin •  Turmeric •  Chilies •  Chloe Masala •  Allspice
• Kabsa •  Ginger •  Curry Powder •  Garam Masala   

Medicines, home remedies, cosmetics and ceremonial powders that may contain lead:
• Azarcon and Greta - Fine powders (often yellow, orange or red) used in Latino cultures for an upset 

stomach and other illness that may contain up to 90% lead.
• Kajal, Kohl and Surma - Black powders used in Asian and Middle Eastern cultures mainly for cosmetic 

uses, but also used on the navel of a newborn baby, and as a medicine to treat skin infections.
• Sindoor and Kumkuma - Orange-red 

powder typically used by the Asian 
Indian community as a cosmetic 
applied to the forehead and hairline 
for religious purposes.

• Pay-loo-ah - Red powder used in 
Southeast Asian countries to treat 
rash or high fever.

• Ghasard, Kandu, Bali Gali - Brown or 
red powders used in Asia and India 
for digestion and stomach aches.

• Balguti Kesaria Ayurvedic - Orange 
powder or liquid used in India and 
Pakistan for infants and children to 
treat a variety of conditions including 
rickets, cough/cold, worms and 
teething.

• Pooja powder, Vibuti - Ash used in 
religious worship ceremonies.

Other sources of lead:
Lead can also be found in and around 
homes built before 1978. Children under 
6 should be tested for lead poisoning to 
know if they are being exposed. 

Imported Spices, 
Medicines & Home Remedies 
May Contain Lead

Prevent Lead Poisoning
Keep your family safe from lead in imported spices, 
medicines and home remedies by following these tips:
• Do not expose children and pregnant women to 

products suspected to be unsafe.
• Purchase spices from trusted sources or make them 

using whole, basic ingredients from trusted sources.
• Purchase potentially unsafe products from large 

grocery stores rather than smaller international stores.
• Avoid colored powders that have unnaturally deep or 

vibrant colors.
• Ask to see the manufacturer’s label of bulk products.
• Only purchase medicines produced in the United 

States.
• Check labels of medicines for a safety 

label from a state or federal agency.

Get your children tested. The only way to 
know if a child has been exposed to lead is 
through a blood test at the doctor’s office.

For more information on how to prevent lead poisoning or get your child tested, 
call (614) 724-6000 or visit www.columbus.gov/lead.  

Adapted with permission from a document created by Forsyth County (NC) Department of Public Health.

 SAFETY NOTICE



Protect Your Child
From Lead Poisoning
Get Your Child Tested for Lead

• Children under the age of 6 are at risk for lead poisoning.
• Children with lead poisoning may not look or act sick. 
• The only way to know if a child has lead poisoning is 

through a blood test.
• Medical providers can test a child’s blood to measure lead 

levels. 

Keep Surfaces Clean
• Dust in the home is a major source of lead for 

children. It can come from lead-based paint in 
homes built before 1978, but also from paint dust 
blown through windows and dirt that is tracked into 
homes.

• Leave shoes at the door to avoid tracking in dirt. 
• Wet-mop floors and wet-wipe surfaces once per week or 

more, especially window ledges. 

Keep Outside Play Areas Lead-Free
• Avoid letting children play in bare dirt that could 

have lead in it. Lay down a thick layer of sod or 
mulch, or make a sand box for your children to play in. 

• Keep children’s play areas and vegetable gardens away 
from the sides of your home or garage, where water drips 
down and dirt is more likely to have lead and flaking paint. 

Wash Up
• Have children wash hands before eating, after 

playing outside and before bed.

Eat Well 
• Good nutrition can protect children from the 

effects of lead. Children who don’t get enough 
calcium, iron and vitamin C absorb more lead.             

Effects of Lead 
Poisoning
There is no safe level of lead in a 
child’s body. Studies continue to 
show harm at low levels. 

Possible health affects of 
lead poisoning above 5 μg/dL 
include:
• Decreased IQ
• Hyperactivity and 

behavior problems
• Hearing problems
• Slowed growth 

If levels are over 10 μg/dL:
• A home inspection is 

conducted by local health 
officials to help identify lead 
sources.

If levels are over 45 μg/dL:
• Child may be hospitalized 

for a medical treatment that 
removes lead from the body.

If levels are over 70 μg/dL, 
serious health risks include:
• Seizures
• Coma
• Possible death

Lead levels are measured in micrograms 
per deciliter of blood (μg/dL).

For more information on how to prevent lead poisoning or get your 
child tested, call (614) 724-6000 or visit www.columbus.gov/lead.       















Links to additional information regarding lead: 

https://www.accessdata.fda.gov/cms_ia/importalert_134.html 
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6289082/ 
https://nchealthyhomes.com/files/2019/10/Factsheet-Lead-in-Spices_Final_10-24-19.pdf 
https://multco.us/health/lead-poisoning-prevention/lead-kohl-hindu-powders-turmeric-pottery 
https://www1.nyc.gov/site/doh/health/health-topics/lead-poisoning-hazardous-consumer-
products.page 
https://www.fda.gov/cosmetics/cosmetic-products/kohl-kajal-al-kahal-surma-tiro-tozali-or-kwalli-any-
name-beware-lead-poisoning 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Galena 
 

Source of information: 

Phillip Bouton | Healthy Homes Program | Program Manager 1 
Tel: 614.645.6226; Fax: 614.645.7155; Pbouton@columbus.gov 
Columbus Public Health – Protecting Health, Improving Lives 
240 Parsons Avenue, Columbus, Ohio 43215 
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