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QUESTION AND ANSWERS ON HEALTH ISSUES IN RELATION TO ASSESSMENT OF A FORMER LEAD SMELTER

This Q & A sheet incorporates advice from Public Health Wales and Public Health England and has been prepared in collaboration with Wrexham County Borough Council Housing and Public Protection Department. 

Frequently Asked Questions

To help residents with any concerns they may have, some frequently asked questions and answers are provided below. The answers have been compiled in conjunction with representatives from Local Health Board, Public Health Wales, Public Health England and other specialists. 

What is the main contaminant of concern that has been found on the site? 

Lead has been found. This is as a result of the previous use of the land as a smelt works. 
The harmful effects of lead depend on how much people are exposed to and for how long.  Those at most risk include young children and unborn babies.

How can lead affect me?

Lead is widespread in the environment, and a number of smelting operations existed in Wales in the past. It is a cumulative toxin and the harmful effects that may occur from lead largely depend on how much people have been exposed to and for how long. Consuming food, drinking water, or breathing air contaminated with lead or lead compounds for a short period usually does not cause any immediate ill effects. The most important adverse effect of lead following long-term, low level exposure is on intellectual and cognitive development in children, although there is also evidence of increased blood pressure and kidney toxicity in adults.  Children exposed to lead when in the womb or during the first few years of life may have a lower IQ, behavioural problems or nerve damage.  Current advice is that exposure to lead should be as low as reasonably practicable.   

How can I be exposed to lead that is associated with the former smelter?

Exposure to lead is most likely through ingestion of soil and soil attached to home grown vegetables, consumption of vegetables and fruit, or inhalation of dust from the garden. This exposure can be reduced by following basic hygiene precautions and by reducing consumption of home grown produce. 

Are there any risks to me and my family’s health from living on a lead contaminated site? 

Living on contaminated soils does not automatically mean that the chemicals in the soil will affect your health. Even if land does have raised levels of chemicals this does not necessarily mean that the people living on this land will have been exposed to harmful amounts of the chemicals present. However we would suggest the following precautionary actions to limit the potential for exposure.

· Any person working in the garden should wear gloves and ensure hands are washed thoroughly afterwards, especially before eating or smoking. 
· Children playing in the garden should wash their hands thoroughly afterwards and should be discouraged from playing in areas where the soil is exposed (e.g. flower beds)
· Don’t let young children play with the soil or put it in their mouths.
· Remove shoes before entering house after gardening or playing in the garden. 
· Eating fruit and vegetables grown at the properties should be limited or stopped. 
· If you do decide to eat fruit and vegetables grown at the property, make sure that they are washed and peeled before use.
· Consider growing vegetables in grow bags or containers until the investigations, and any action that is necessary as a result, are completed.
· Wash and store gardening tools and clothing outside.
· Keep certain clothing for gardening and wash separately.
· Keep children’s outdoor toys, play areas and surfaces clean (free of visible soil) by washing with water.
· Clean stroller and bike wheels to avoid tracking soil indoors. 

· Brush and/or wash pets outdoors, removing dirt before they enter the home.

When the assessment has been completed it will either be determined that no risk exists to the property, occupants or the environment or that some risk may exist and therefore remedial (clean up) works will be necessary.  If no risk is found then these precautions no longer need to be taken.  If remedial works are necessary then once the works are completed these precautions will no longer need to be taken. 

What is Wrexham County Borough Council doing about this situation?

WCBC have a duty to identify and carry out risk assessment of areas which have been contaminated by past industrial use. Where the risk assessment shows that there are elevated levels of chemicals in the ground they have a duty to ensure that the land is cleaned up and any risk is reduced to acceptable levels (termed remediation). We are currently assessing your land for unacceptable risk.

What should I do if my family or I have been feeling unwell? 

It is extremely unlikely that you will suffer any adverse effects as a result of this issue; however, if you are unwell, we would suggest you contact your GP.

Can I work in my garden? 

There is no reason why the contamination should prevent you working in your garden.  Any person working in the garden should follow the guidance given above. 

Do I need to take extra precautions if I am pregnant? 

We would advise you reduce the risk of potential exposure by following the advice above; hand washing and by reducing or stopping consumption of home grown crops until mitigation measures have been implemented. 

Do I need to take extra precautions if I am elderly? 

No, provided the guidance given above is adhered to. 

Can the contamination get worse if it is left untreated? 
There is no reason why levels of contamination would change over time.

I am due to start home or garden improvements, should they still go ahead? 

We would advise you to discuss with us any proposed works inside or outside your house before proceeding any further. 

Where can I get further health advice?
The Council have consulted with Public Health Wales and Public Health England throughout this process. In the first instance, if you have any queries please use the number below to arrange an appropriate consultation where necessary. 
If you have any further questions or require clarification on any of the above, please contact Wrexham County Borough Council on 01978 315733 (Angela Guy, Contaminated Land Officer), 01978 315735 (Stacey Inglis, Contaminated Land Officer) or 01978 315736 (Jackie Lewis, Contaminated Land Officer).
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