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Lead Poisoning in Divers 

Problem: Lead absorption form diving weights and environment 

Risks: Absorption in sports divers from weight, minimal; absorption via the hands to mouth in 
divemasters, instructors and gear handlers, possible; absorption in abandoned lead mines, probable 
without protective gear. 

Risk management: Wash weights with fresh water after dives; wash hands after handling; keep weights 
separate from other gear. 

We had a query several years ago about the hazards of diving in a flooded abandoned lead mine. It also 
appears that there are hazards from the absorption of lead through the skin as well as through the usual 
lung and GI tract avenues. Just how great this is has never been determined by studies. Lead is changed 
to forms in water (salts, chlorides and acetates) that are best absorbed by increased temperature, acidity 
of the water and presumably by the surface area of the metal. Lead shot in bags would offer significantly 
greater surface area and pools are generally kept fairly warm but the chlorination process alkalinates the 
water which is then filtered. The whole process most likely turns out to be a wash. There are urine 
studies that might be done (delta-aminolaevulinic acid concentration) that might make for an interesting 
study. 

Here are some reports. 

http://www.acnem.org/journal/15-2_december_1996/skin_absorption_of_lead.htm 

Karita K, Shinozaki T, Tomita K, Yano E. 
Possible oral lead intake via contaminated facial skin. 
Sci Total Environ. 1997 Jun 20;199(1-2):125-31. 
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov:80/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&list 
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_uids=9200855&dopt=Abstract 

Kwapulinski J, Komosinska K, Wiechula D, Krasnicka A, Orczyk H. 
Selected biomarkers for evaluating occupational exposure to lead among workers from the "Miasteczko 
Slaskie" zincworks in Tarnowskie Gory 
Med Pr. 1995;46(2):141-7. Polish. 
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov:80/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&list 
_uids=7637632&dopt=Abstract 

Web pages showing guidelines at 
http://h2osparc.wq.ncsu.edu/info/hmetals.html 
http://www.atsdr.cdc.gov/HEC/CSEM/lead/goals_objectives.html 
http://www.nrdc.org/breastmilk/chem13.asp 
http://www.nlm.nih.gov/medlineplus/leadpoisoning.html 

I have seen nothing about this in the medical literature and would suppose that it has not become a 
problem, otherwise there would have been more of an uproar. However, the ingestion of lead dust is the 
greatest source of exposure to lead in children and this should be kept in mind when dealing with the 
bagged leaded weights. 
See http://www.envirovillage.com/Newsletters/LPR/R00083.htm . No studies or reports could be found 
related to diving weights. 

It would be a reasonable precaution to wash these bags with fresh water and store separately from your 
other gear. Handwashing would also be advisable due to the possible transfer of the lead salts to the 
mouth. Whether or not the degree of exposure in adults would lead to plumbism (lead poisoning) is not 
known. 
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