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MEMORANDUM CALLING FOR
REGULATION ON LEAD IN PAINT

1.0 INTRODUCTION

It is widely known that lead has toxic effects on almost all body systems and is especially
harmful for children and pregnant women. Lead is harmful at all levels of exposure, thus
there is no safe level of lead exposure. Lead paint is an avoidable source of exposure to
lead. One important way to prevent exposure is for countries to establish legally binding
regulatory measures prohibiting the addition of lead to paint.

Lead paint was identified as an emerging policy issue and a global priority under the
Strategic Approach for International Chemicals Management (SAICM), which established
the Global Alliance to Eliminate Lead Paint (Lead Paint Alliance) with the goal to promote
the establishment of lead paint laws in all countries.

In Malaysia, there is currently no regulation in place limiting the amount of lead in paint for
household and decorative use. However, the Ministry of Domestic Trade and Consumer
Affairs regulates mandatory safety standards for toys intended for children below 14 years
old. Under the MS ISO 8124-3 Safety of Toys Part 3 Migration of Certain Elements, the
maximum acceptable migration of lead in paint is not more than 90 parts per million (ppm).

However this legally binding control on lead coatings used on children’s toys are not counted
towards achieving the goal of the Global Alliance to Eliminate Lead Paint. In view of the
dangers of lead and taking into consideration that lead paint elimination is gaining
momentum globally, CAP calls on the Malaysian government to promulgate and enforce
regulation to eliminate lead in paint.

This memorandum outlines the dangers of lead, findings of lead content in paints in Malaysia
and compiles guidance documents for drafting lead paint law.

2.0 LEAD PAINT AND IMPACTS

2.1 What is lead paint

“Lead paint” or “lead-based paint” is paint to which one or more lead compounds have been
intentionally added by the manufacturer to obtain specific characteristics. Historically, lead
compounds have been intentionally added to paint to give it certain properties such as colour,
reduced corrosion on metal surfaces or faster drying time. For the same reasons, lead
compounds may be present in other types of coatings, including varnishes, lacquers, enamels,
glazes and primers.

Lead additives are most commonly used in solvent-based paint due to their specific chemical
properties; such solvent-based lead paints and coatings are still widely available and used in
many countries. Water-based latex paint, on the other hand, rarely contains intentionally
added lead compounds.1

1 IPEN (2016), Global Lead Paint Elimination Report, available at
https://ipen.org/documents/global-lead-paint-report-2016

http://ipen.org/documents/global-lead-paint-report-2016
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Paints may also include ingredients contaminated with lead. For example, paints may include
natural clays and other raw materials that may contain residual lead content. Therefore, it is
not technically feasible to set a ‘zero’ limit for lead content in paint. However, if a
manufacturer does not intentionally add lead compounds to its paints and takes into account
the residual lead content in raw materials, then the total lead content in the paint will be low.

2.2 Health impacts of lead exposure2

When lead paint on walls, windows, doors, furniture, playground equipment, or other painted
surfaces begin to chip or deteriorate, lead is released into the surrounding dust and soil.

Children playing indoors or outdoors get house dust or soil on their hands, and then ingest it
through normal hand-to-mouth behaviour. Soil will typically also be transported indoors by
wind and/or on shoes and clothes. If the dust or the soil is contaminated with lead, the
children ingest the lead. Hand-to-mouth behaviour is especially prevalent in children aged
six years and under, the age group most harmed by exposure to lead.

In some cases, children pick up paint chips and put them directly into their mouths. This can
be especially harmful because the lead content of paint chips is typically much greater than
what is found in dust and soils. When toys, household furniture, or other articles are painted
with lead paint, children may directly ingest the lead-containing, dried paint when chewing
on them. Nonetheless, the most common way that children ingest lead is through
lead-contaminated dust and soil.3

When a surface previously painted with lead paint is sanded or scraped in preparation for
repainting very large amounts of dust contaminated with high levels of lead is produced.
Ingestion and inhalation of this dust constitute an especially severe health hazard for
everyone exposed, but especially to children and pregnant women.

The developing brain and organs of children are especially vulnerable and may be harmed
even at low levels of lead exposure (below 5 μg/dL) caused by lead in soil or dust. Children
absorb up to five times as much ingested lead as adults, and children with nutritional
deficiencies absorb ingested lead at even increased rates.4

The younger the child, the more harmful lead can be, and the health effects are generally
irreversible and can have a lifelong impact. The human foetus is the most vulnerable, and a
pregnant woman can transfer lead that has accumulated in her body to her developing child.
Lead is also transferred through breast milk when lead is present in a nursing mother.5

Once lead enters a child’s blood stream through ingestion, inhalation, or across the placenta,
it has the potential to damage a number of biological systems and pathways. The primary
target is the central nervous system and the brain, but low levels of lead can also affect the
immune, reproductive and cardiovascular systems, the kidneys, and the skeleton.

2 IPEN (2020), Global Lead Paint Elimination Report, available at
https://ipen.org/documents/global-lead-paint-elimination-report-2020
3 Lanphear, B.P., et al., The contribution of lead-contaminated house dust and residential soil to
children's blood lead levels. Environmental Research, 1998. 79(1): p. 51-68.

4 World Health Organization (2020), Childhood lead poisoning.
5 Bjorklund, K.L., et al., Metals and trace element concentrations in breast milk of first time healthy
mothers: a biological monitoring study. Environmental Health, 2012. Dec 14;11:92

https://ipen.org/documents/global-lead-paint-elimination-report-2020
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It is generally agreed that one key element in lead toxicity is its capacity to replace calcium
in neurotransmitter systems, altering their function and structure, and thereby causing
neurological impairments and other severe health impacts. Lead is also known to affect and
damage cell structure.

When a young child is exposed to even small amounts of lead, the harm to her or his nervous
system makes it more likely that the child will have difficulties in school and engage in
impulsive and violent behaviour. Lead exposure in young children has been linked to
increased rates of hyperactivity, inattentiveness, failure to graduate from high school,
conduct disorder, juvenile delinquency, drug use, and incarceration.

Lead exposure impacts on children continue throughout their life and have long-term impacts
on work performance, and on average are related to decreased economic success.

The Institute for Health Metrics and Evaluation (IHME) has estimated that in 2017, lead
exposure accounted for 1.06 million deaths and 24.4 million years of healthy life lost
worldwide due to long-term effects on health, with the highest burden in low- and
middle-income countries.

Another of IHME estimates was that in 2016, lead exposure accounted for 63.2% of the
global burden of idiopathic developmental intellectual disability, i.e. disability that has no
other apparent cause, 10.3% of the global burden of hypertensive heart disease, 5.6% of the
global burden of the coronary heart disease (leading to reduced blood supply to the heart)
and 6.2% of the global burden of stroke.

Evidence of reduced intelligence caused by childhood exposure to lead has led the World
Health Organization (WHO) to list “lead-caused mental retardation” as a recognized disease.
WHO lists it as one of the top ten diseases whose health burden among children is due to
modifiable environmental factors.

In recent years, medical researchers have documented significant health impacts in children
from lower and lower levels of lead exposure.6 According to WHO’s fact sheet on Lead
Poisoning and Health: “There is no known level of lead exposure that is considered safe.”7

2.3 Economic impact of lead exposure

A study published in Environmental Health Perspectives that investigated the economic cost
of childhood lead exposure in low- and middle-income countries estimated a total cumulative
cost burden of $977 billion international dollars.8

The study predicted the neurodevelopmental effects on lead-exposed children, as measured
by reduced IQ points, based on published national data on blood lead levels. The study
identified many different sources of lead exposure in children, with lead paint as one major
source.

6 Needleman, H., Lead Poisoning. Annual Review of Medicine, 2004. 55(1): p. 209-222.
7 World Health Organization. Lead poisoning and health. 2015; Available from:
https://www.who.int/mediacentre/factsheets/fs379/en/

8 Attina T. and Trasande L., Economic Costs of Childhood Lead Exposure in Low- and Middle-Income
Countries. Environmental Health Perspectives, 2013. 121(9): p. 1097-1102.

http://www.who.int/mediacentre/factsheets/fs379/en/
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The predicted reductions in children’s IQ scores were then used to estimate reduction in
lifetime economic productivity, as expressed in lifelong earning power. The economic
burden of childhood lead exposure, Asia as estimated by this study was: $699.9 billion of
economic loss, or 1.88 percent of GDP

3.0 LEAD CONTENT IN PAINT

3.1 Lead paint analysis in Malaysia

A lead paint analysis conducted by CAP in 1992 found that seven out of nine enamel paints
(78 percent of paints) contained lead above 600 parts per million (ppm). The highest amount
of lead in that study was 11,700 ppm.

In another Malaysian study of lead content in paint, from the 72 enamel paints purchased
during the years 2004 to 2007, it was found that 50 percent contained less than 600 ppm lead
whilst 39 percent contained more than 10,000 ppm lead.

In a study conducted by CAP in 2015 and published in 20169, we found that 16 out of 39
enamel decorative paints (41 percent of paints) contained a total lead concentration above
600 ppm. Moreover, 12 paints (31 percent of paints) contained dangerously high
concentrations of lead above 10,000 ppm.

The highest lead concentration detected was 150,000 ppm, whilst the lowest was less than 60
ppm. Yellow paints were the most hazardous with 12 of 19 paints (63 percent of
yellow-coloured paints) containing lead concentrations greater than 10,000 ppm.

Table 1: Distribution of lead concentration by colour
(Analysis conducted in 2015)

9 IPEN (2016) Lead in New Enamel Household Paints In Malaysia, available at,
https://ipen.org/sites/default/files/documents/Lead-in-new-enamel-household-paints-in-Malaysia-March-2
016.pdf

https://ipen.org/sites/default/files/documents/Lead-in-new-enamel-household-paints-in-Malaysia-March-2016.pdf
https://ipen.org/sites/default/files/documents/Lead-in-new-enamel-household-paints-in-Malaysia-March-2016.pdf
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In 2019 CAP’s analysis found 11 out of 17 samples of lead-coated playground equipment
collected from Penang and Kedah had dangerously high lead levels above 10,000 ppm.

Table 2: Lead concentrations (ppm) measured in
playground equipment in Penang and Kedah

The most recent test conducted by CAP in September 2020 was analysis of 48 cans of spray
paints which were purchased online and from various stores in Penang. We found that out of
48 samples, nine samples had more than 90 ppm lead content. Two samples were found to
contain lead greater than 10,000 ppm, out of which the highest contained 19,261 ppm lead.



8

Table 3: Content of lead in spray paints tested in September 2020

No Paint brand Colour Lead content (ppm)
1 Orex Yellow 19, 261
2 Spray Man Yellow 10,345
3 Anchor Golden yellow 8,458
4 TOA Spray (Thailand) Yellow 5,221
5 Arrow Chrome yellow 5,071
6 Krystal Yellow 3,519
7 Spray Master Yellow rack/Shell 3,280
8 Mr. D.I.Y Apple green 1,889
9 Arrow Saga red 1,706

4.0 REGULATORY FRAMEWORK

4.1 Regulatory framework in Malaysia

Beginning in the 1970s and 1980s, most highly industrial countries adopted laws or
regulations to control the lead content of decorative paints i.e. the paints used on the interiors
and exteriors of homes, schools, and other child-occupied facilities.

In Malaysia, there is no specific legislation to control the use of lead in decorative paints.
Malaysia regulates mandatory safety standards for toys intended for children aged below 14
years old. The MS ISO 8124-3:2012 Safety of Toys Part 3 Migration of Certain Elements the
maximum acceptable migration of lead in paint states that it shall not be more than 90 ppm.10

Countries that only have legally binding controls on lead coatings used on children’s toys are
not counted towards the target of the Global Alliance to Eliminate Lead Paint (GAELP), an
international coalition, which works towards the phasing out of lead paint.

Furthermore, Malaysia’s measure on children’s toys provides only partial protection as it
does not address domestic paints or paint in playground equipment which are the paints most
likely to contribute to childhood lead exposure.

4.2 Lead paint regulation in other countries

Studies of lead content in paint on the market in more than 60 countries show that where
there is no enforced legal limitation on lead in paint, some lead paints with high levels of
lead are on sale to consumers. Countries have taken different regulatory approaches that all
contribute to the ban on lead paint.

The use of lead in production of paint is prohibited in the European Union through
provisions for specific leaded paint ingredients, regulations related to workers’ health and

10 United Nations Environment Programme., INF/25 Status of the phasing out of lead paint by countries:
2015. Global report, at the International Conference on Chemicals Management Fourth session. 2015:
Geneva.
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safety of consumer products. Many countries have established mandatory regulations
specifying the maximum total lead content allowed in household and other paints.

The most protective regulatory limits on lead in household paints have been set at a
maximum of 90 parts per million (ppm) total lead content (dry weight) in countries like
Canada, China, Colombia, Ethiopia, Israel, Kenya, the Philippines, and the United States.
Several other countries are now also considering the adoption of this legally binding limit,
which ensures that a manufacturer can sell its paint anywhere in the world. This is also the
recommended limit in the UNEP Model Law and Guidance for Regulating Lead Paint.

Countries are also increasingly putting regulations in place on so-called industrial paint that
is often used in road marking paint, automotive coatings, marine applications, and outdoor
metal structures. For instance, China has adopted new standards based on a 90 ppm total lead
limit for architectural wall coatings and woodware coatings and a 1,000 ppm total lead limit
for vehicle and industrial coatings that will take effect on December 1, 2020.

4.3 Paint industry reactions

In 2011, Akzo Nobel, the world’s third largest paint producer announced that it had removed
lead from all its paint product lines. In 2016, the world’s largest paint producer, PPG,
announced it had removed leaded ingredients from all its consumer paint brands and
products in all countries and will completely phase out the use of lead in its products by
2020.11

Major Asian paint producers in a number of countries have begun eliminating lead from their
paint products. National manufacturers in many countries have followed suit and eliminated
lead from their paint production or initiated a phase out.

In November 2017, the Malaysian Paint Manufacturers’ Association (MPMA) which
represents the collective voices of the paint manufacturing industry in Malaysia spearheaded
the signing of a commitment pledge by 17 industry players to remove the use of lead-based
ingredients in the manufacturing of paints by 202012. The pledge was an initiative by
MPMA in line with the Global Alliance to Eliminate Lead Paint (GAELP) movement13.

The paint industries which signed the pledge in November 2017 are as follows:

i. Akzo Nobel Paints (Malaysia) Sdn Bhd
ii. Becker Industrial Coatings (M) Sdn Bhd
iii. Boustead Sissons Paints Sdn Bhd
iv. Chugoku Paints (M) Sdn Bhd
v. Dolphin Paint (MFG) Sdn Bhd
vi. Federal Paints Manufacturing (M) Sdn Bhd
vii. Jotun Paints (Malaysia) Sdn Bhd
viii. Kansai Paint Asia Pacific Sdn Bhd

11 IPEN (2020) Global Lead Paint Elimination Report (October 2020), available at
https://ipen.org/sites/default/files/documents/ipen-global-lead-report-2020-v1_2-en.pdf
12 MPMA (2017) Seventeen esteemed industry players sign pledge with MPMA
https://www.mypma.org.my/news-events/mpma-news/84-malaysia-towards-lead-free-paint-by-year-2020
13 MPMA (2018) Recognition of the Malaysian Paint Manufacturers' Association (MPMA) of Malaysia as
a partner in the Global Alliance to Eliminate Lead Paint
https://www.mypma.org.my/downloads/docs/LPA_PARTNER_MPMA.pdf

https://ipen.org/sites/default/files/documents/ipen-global-lead-report-2020-v1_2-en.pdf
https://www.mypma.org.my/news-events/mpma-news/84-malaysia-towards-lead-free-paint-by-year-2020
https://www.mypma.org.my/downloads/docs/LPA_PARTNER_MPMA.pdf
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ix. Kansai PLC Sdn Bhd
x. KCC Paints Sdn Bhd
xi. Kossan Paint (M) Sdn Bhd
xii. MCI Paint Sdn Bhd
xiii. Nippon Paint (M) Sdn Bhd
xiv. Sancora Paints Industries
xv. Seamaster Paint (Malaysia) Sdn Bhd
xvi. Sime Kansai Paint Sdn Bhd
xvii. Suzukacoat (M) Sdn Bhd

While it may have once been the case that safe, substitute paint ingredients were too costly or
unavailable, this is no longer true. There are now paint ingredient vendors active in all
regions that can provide paint manufacturers with excellent, well-proven, non-leaded
pigments and drying catalysts at reasonable costs.

In some cases, the per-kilogramme cost of the substitute pigments may be higher, but less
pigment will be needed. Moreover, if the choice of substitute ingredients is done correctly,
the total cost of production for the alternate paint formulation will either be the same or only
marginally higher. It was found that paint companies that have removed lead from their
paints have virtually never increased the price of their reformulated paint products sold in the
retail marketplace.

4.4 Why legally binding control measures are needed

To achieve the global goal of phasing out lead paint, every country needs to have in place
legally binding control measures to stop the manufacture, sale, distribution and import of
lead paint. Malaysia may become a dumping ground of lead paint as other countries in the
region have established binding enforceable limit on lead in paint.

Establishing regionally harmonized limits on lead content in paint and other coatings through
regional economic communities can help foster the effective implementation of lead paint
laws at the national level and reduce trade barriers among trading partners.

Reiterating the need for lead paint law, the WHO has highlighted the following reasons14:

(i) A lead paint law is enforceable, whereas voluntary control measures are not.
(ii) A lead paint law creates strong incentives for change, encouraging

• paint manufacturers to reformulate their paints.
• ingredient suppliers to produce more and better non-lead ingredients.
• paint importers and distributors to sell paints that comply with the law.

(iii) A strong law creates a fair competitive market for all paint manufacturers, importers
and exporters;

(iv) Where lead paint laws are harmonized among countries, this can reduce trade barriers
regionally and globally.

14 WHO (2020) Global elimination of lead paint: Why and how countries should take action
https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/9789240005167

https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/9789240005167
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Some smaller paint manufacturers in Malaysia may lack the expertise needed to develop
substitute formulations of paint ingredients that can cost-effectively satisfy all their relevant
quality requirements. In such cases, assistance can be obtained from paint ingredient vendors;
from Malaysia Paint Manufacturers Association since MPMA members especially larger
paint companies have signed a pledge to remove lead from their paint formulations.

Numerous paint testing studies have shown that decorative paints without added lead
compounds can have a lead content below 90 ppm. It is noted that a lead content of zero is
not possible because some ingredients, including raw materials from natural sources such as
clays and natural pigments, may be contaminated with a small amount of lead. Where
manufacturers have taken care to source uncontaminated raw materials or those with only
trace amounts of lead, it is possible to obtain a lead content significantly below 90 ppm.

5.0 RECOMMENDATION

5.1 Model law and guidance for regulating lead paint

United Nations Environment Programme (UN Environment) in partnership with the World
Health Organization (WHO) and the United States Environmental Protection Agency (US
EPA) had developed a Model Law and Guidance for Regulating Lead Paint. This document
provides guidance to countries drafting new laws to establish legal limits on lead content in
paints.

A group of partners of the Global Alliance to Eliminate Lead Paint (Lead Paint Alliance),
including industry, intergovernmental and nongovernmental organizations and government
representatives ahd designed a toolkit to provide information to government officials who are
interested in establishing legal limits for lead in paints in their countries.15

5.1.1 Objectives and key elements for effective lead paint law

The UNEP WHO Model Law and Guidance for Regulating Lead Paint document prescribed
the following objectives of legal limits on lead in paint, established through lead paint
legislation and/or regulation:
(1) the prevention of the manufacture, sale and import of paint that contains lead above an

established legal limit;
(2) the development of a system with methods for compliance and enforcement; and
(3) the establishment of institutional responsibilities and arrangements for the management

and enforcement of the lead paint law.

In accordance with the above objectives, the key elements of a lead paint law include the
following:
A. Defining key terms and ensuring that the scope of the law is clear:

(a) persons and activities that are regulated (e.g. manufacture, sale and import).
(b) types of paint applications that are regulated (e.g. all paint applications or certain

applications such as residential, decorative, etc.)
B. Establishing a clear legal limit on total lead content in paint.
C. Setting the effective dates of the new requirements.

15 https://www.unenvironment.org/toolkit-establishing-laws-eliminate-lead-paint
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D. Providing methods for ensuring compliance and enforcement.
E. Specifying consequences of non-compliance.
F. Providing any necessary general provisions.

A model law reflecting these objectives and key elements is provided in the Appendix.

5.2 Developing lead paint law in Malaysia

In developing the lead paint law, the following measures are recommended:

i. Identify the relevant government ministry or ministries to obtain agreement to take
action on lead paint laws. Among the key Ministries to be involved in the discussion on
developing and enforcing a new lead paint law are as follows:
a) Ministry of Domestic Trade and Consumer Affairs
b) Ministry of Environment and Health
c) Ministry of Health
d) Ministry of International Trade and Industry

ii. Conduct meetings and consultations with relevant key government agencies, industry
stakeholders and civil society.

iii. Assess options for the development of a lead paint law by reviewing the current
regulatory framework for existing or needed authorities for regulating lead paint and
decide which ministry will provide leadership for developing a law.

iv. Designate the lead agency for drafting legal limitations for lead paint and facilitate
legal drafting by an inter-agency national coordinating group or creating a drafting
coordinating committee. Material that can be considered as input to draft the law is the
“Model Law and Guidance for Regulating Lead Paint”.

v. Conduct public review process.

vi. Promulgate the lead paint law.

vii. Public awareness raising and facilitate elimination of lead paint to ensure the industry
make swift transitions to non-lead paint production.

viii. Monitoring and enforcement action to ensure compliance. In addition, enforce the
Trade Descriptions Act 2011 which prohibits false trade descriptions and false or
misleading statements to ensure compliance of lead paint labelling and take action
against companies misleading the public or guilty of false labelling.

ix. Require mandatory training of workers on lead-safe work practices when applying
paint to previously painted surfaces to minimize dispersal of lead dust.
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6.0 CONCLUSION

In Malaysia, there is currently no regulation in place limiting the amount of lead in paint for
household and decorative use. Presently we only have mandatory safety standards stipulating
maximum acceptable migration of lead in paint of not more than 90ppm in toys intended for
children below 14 years old.

Reducing the adverse health effects from lead paints necessitates controlling exposures. A
ban on the manufacture, import, sale, distribution, use, and trade of lead paints are far more
cost-effective in reducing exposure risks than any future remediation programmes.

Taking into consideration that lead paint elimination is gaining momentum globally,
Malaysia should not be complacent. Otherwise, Malaysia will end up being a dumping
ground for lead containing paint. Hence, the Consumers’ Association of Penang calls on the
Malaysian government to promptly promulgate and enforce lead paint law.

*******************************


