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Losing the lead
Adrian Burton

Late in October, the UN Environment
Programme (UNEP) declared leaded
gasoline to be almost “extinct”, fol-
lowing a 10-year fuel clean-up cam-
paign. The simultaneously released
highlights of a separate report – on the
global benefits reaped from switching
to unleaded fuels – include the pre-
vention of over a million premature
deaths per year and an annual saving
measured in the trillions via reduced
health and social costs.

Tetraethyl lead was originally added
to gasoline to improve engine perfor-
mance. But lead has been strongly
linked to delayed neurological devel-
opment in fetuses, brain damage in
children, other types of organ dam-
age, and increased blood pressure,
among other problems. The phase-
out of leaded gasoline in developed
countries started back in the 1980s,
but it was not until 2002 that UNEP
was charged to direct its global elimi-
nation via the Partnership for Clean
Fuels and Vehicles (PCFV), a multi-
faceted consortium of vehicle manu-

facturers, oil companies, govern-
ments, and NGOs. Working in over
100 countries, that goal has now been
almost completely attained: just six
nations – Afghanistan, Algeria, Iraq,
North Korea, Myanmar, and Yemen –
continue to use leaded fuel, but even
they are expected to go completely
unleaded within 2 years.

“This marks a major victory for the
world’s children and the people of
developing nations around the globe”,
said Peter Lehner, Executive Director
of the Natural Resources Defense
Council (New York, NY), one of the
founding members of the PCFV.

The report, Global Benefits of Phasing
Out Leaded Fuel (to be published in

the December issue of the Journal of
Environmental Health), emphasizes
that the switch to unleaded gasoline
will prevent 1.2 million untimely
deaths every year (including 125 000
children), increase IQs, and even
lower crime rates; high blood lead
concentrations have been linked to
criminal behavior. The associated
health and social savings translate
into a US$2.4 trillion saving, or
approximately 4% of global GDP.

“These figures may seem huge”, says
the report’s coauthor Thomas Hatfield
(Professor of Environmental and
Occupational Health, California State
University, Northridge, CA), “yet
there they are. The benefits of phasing
lead out are simply enormous.”

“This is a great step forward”, adds
Felix López (National Center for
Metallurgical Research, Madrid,
Spain). “However, we must remember
that we still use fuels like diesel, which
has been associated with dangerous
particulate pollution, leading to
asthma in children and cardiovascular
problems. This battle may be won, but
there remains much to do to ensure
we breathe clean, healthy air.” n

The skeletons in the
closet – clothes
Nancy Bazilchuk 
Making textiles for clothing can
consume nearly a pound of chemi-
cals for each pound of fiber pro-
duced, just in the dyeing and finish-
ing process. Some of these chemicals
are directly harmful to humans,
whereas others end up accumulating
in the food chain, especially in
Arctic regions. But as a new report
by the Finnish Environment Insti-
tute (SYKE, Helsinki, Finland)
shows, what appears to be the best
choice for the environment – organ-
ically grown cotton, for example –
may be far more environmentally
damaging than its more conven-
tional equivalent.

The report, Risk Management and
Governance of Chemicals in Articles:
Case Study Textiles, was written to

help the Finnish government figure
out how to reduce risks from chem-
icals in textiles, both by direct regu-
latory action and through more
indirect means, such as by influenc-
ing manufacturers to reduce chemi-
cal usage, says Timo Assmuth, the
report’s primary author and a senior
researcher at SYKE.

However, Finland, like other
industrial nations, imports an
increasing amount of its clothing
from developing countries – Finland
alone imports 26 kg per capita per
year. Because these clothes come
from countries where environmental
controls may not be strong, Finland’s
ability to regulate those problems are
limited, even while “risks tend to be
accentuated”, Assmuth observes.

Overall, cotton causes some of the
biggest ecotoxic problems worldwide,
the report notes. While most of the
impact comes from the use of pesti-

cides, organic cotton is not necessar-
ily the best solution: although it may
eliminate pesticide use, organically
grown cotton requires more land
than regular cotton, resulting in a
greater threat to biodiversity than
exotic emissions, according to a UN
Environment Programme study cited
by the SYKE report. Newer textiles,
such as those using nanomaterials,
also pose poorly understood risks.

Assmuth points out that there are
positive trends, including an effort
on the part of big brand-name
clothing and retailing operations to
reduce chemical use. “There has
been a boom in voluntary eco-label-
ing, substance listing, and other
such initiatives.” Consumption pat-
terns are also key, he explains,
because “the rapid turnover and dis-
carding of textiles causes ever more
problems, due to chemical use at all
stages of the product lifecycle”. n

It’s the end of the road for leaded gas...
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