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Health Threats of Used Lead Acid Battery Recycling
By Sophia Huda, Ohio Recycling Coalition

This past November I traveled to Dakar, Senegal to lead a project on measuring blood lead levels in
children in at-risk neighborhoods as part of my work with the Global Alliance for Health and Pollution.

In 2008, 18 children died from lead poisoning in the Dakar suburb of Thiaroye-sur-Mer. Scores more
experienced permanent developmental and neurological damage due to the elevated levels of lead in
their blood. They were exposed to lead through environmental contamination from the informal recycling
of used lead acid batteries (ULABs) in their neighborhood.

Lead acid batteries (LABs) are a rechargeable battery commonly used in vehicles and as back-up energy
sources. The two main components of the battery are sulfuric acid and lead and thus require careful
end-of-life management. If not carefully disposed of, lead dust can contaminate the environment. Lead
exposure in children has serious consequences: it can reduce intelligence, increase aggression, increase
incidence of heart and kidney disease, and lead to overall lower educational attainment and lower lifetime
earnings.  There is no safe blood lead level for children.

Unfortunately, in much of the developing world informal ULAB recycling is persistent. There is high
demand for LABs due to their low cost and reputation for being a clean energy source. But a lack of
infrastructure for formal recycling and few livelihood opportunities has led to a flourishing informal
recycling sector.  For example, in 2008 in Thiaroye-sur-Mer, the increase in the price of lead was a boon
to this impoverished community. There are an estimated 10 000 - 30 000 informal ULAB recycling sites
throughout the world, posing a grave environmental and public health threat to the most vulnerable.

The solution to stopping informal ULAB recycling is a combination of education on the health dangers of
lead exposure; policies to increase formal recycling such as Extended Producer Responsibility (EPR) for
battery manufacturers; and policies that increase alternative employment opportunities.  It is possible to
eliminate this problem but it requires the participation of all stakeholders, from government to private
sector to citizens. Hopefully we can achieve it for the future of so many children around the world.
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https://gahp.net
https://www.who.int/environmental_health_emergencies/events/Lead%20intoxication%20in%20Senegal%20-%20Mission%20executive%20summary%20EN2.pdf
https://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_LAB_Recycling_Guidelines_2020.pdf
https://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_LAB_Recycling_Guidelines_2020.pdf
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