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Neighbors Allied for Good Growth 
Welcome to NAG’s Lead in Garden Soil outreach 
Toolkit! This document will provide you with 
information, lesson plan ideas, educational activities, 
solution-oriented equipment and handouts to pass to 
your students/children regarding lead contamination in 
our North Brooklyn soils.   
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Objectives:  
● Children will understand what soil is and how lead got into soil. 
● Students will know origins of soil contamination from Greenpoint's industrial history. 
● Children will understand ways to stay safe while playing outside, and how to avoid future 

inhalation (breathing) or ingestion (accidentally eating) lead contaminated soil. 
● Children will learn how to prevent lead from harming their bodies. 

Guiding Questions: 
● What is soil? 
● What is lead? 
● What is lead contamination?  
● How did lead get into Greenpoint? 
● How can we be safe? 

○ What can we do to be safe while playing outside? 
○ What can we eat to protect our bodies from being harmed by lead? 

LEAD EDUCATION TOOLKIT 
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Lesson objectives: Children will learn where soil comes from, and the 

components of healthy soil. 

Where did it come from? What are the components of healthy soil? How does soil health 
contribute to a healthy ecosystem?  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Background Information: What is soil? 
Soil is life. Without soil, living things (including us) would never be able to grow, decompose and 
continue life.  Soil is a mixture of minerals, water, air, countless organisms, and organic matter 
which are remains of once-living things"  
--> e.g. organisms are still alive, and include fungi and microbes and worms etc. that help break 
down other organic matter such as leaves as well as inorganic matter such as bedrock.  Soil is 
crucial to life. Known as the skin of the earth, there are different layers to our soil (depending on 
where and how it forms) each serving an important purpose.  The humus level is at the surface.  
It is made of decomposing leaves and grass, and is the layer with  which we mostly interact.  
Next, is the topsoil which has more minerals incorporated.  The next levels are even more rich 
in minerals. The final layer below is called “parent material” or bedrock, and  is no longer soil - 
but the rock material that soil developed from.1  Decomposers are small animals such as 

                                                
1 http://www.soils4kids.org/about Soil Science Society of America 

LESSON 1: AGE RANGE K-8  

WHAT IS SOIL 
 

http://www.soils4kids.org/about


  
 
 

 

4 
 

worms, centipedes, pill bugs, and other insects, as well as bacteria and fungi that help break 
down dead plant and animal matter, returning nutrients to the soil or water. 

Since soil is the foundation of life, if the soil is not healthy, it affects the health of the 
whole ecosystem.  Soil is an incredibly  diverse and abundant ecosystem and without healthy 
soil, you cannot have a healthy ecosystem.  Soil also protects plants from harmful substances 
like lead.  So, the more nutrients in the soil, the more protected plants are from up taking toxic 
heavy metals and other pollutants.  

NYC Master Composter Manual - New York City2 
 

More resources on soil: 
http://www1.agric.gov.ab.ca/$department/deptdocs.nsf/all/epw11920/$FILE/2-1.pdf 
http://soilquality.org/functions/nutrient_cycling.html 
https://www.nrcs.usda.gov/wps/portal/nrcs/detailfull/soils/health/biology/?cid=nrcs142p2_053868 
 

 
Interactive Activities: 

 
1. Soil Sam (elementary school level) 
Learning Objective:  This activity demonstrates how soil anchors plants and provides nutrients. 
This will also demonstrate photosynthesis - how plants feed themselves with sunlight, water, 
carbon dioxide, and soil nutrients - and how plants use carbon dioxide to live, and give off 
oxygen as waste.  Humans need oxygen to live, and give off carbon dioxide as waste.  We help 
each other!   

 

                                                
2 http://www1.nyc.gov/assets/dsny/docs/about_nyc-master-composter-manual-mcm_0815.pdf 

http://www1.agric.gov.ab.ca/$department/deptdocs.nsf/all/epw11920/$FILE/2-1.pdf
http://soilquality.org/functions/nutrient_cycling.html
https://www.nrcs.usda.gov/wps/portal/nrcs/detailfull/soils/health/biology/?cid=nrcs142p2_053868
http://www1.nyc.gov/assets/dsny/docs/about_nyc-master-composter-manual-mcm_0815.pdf
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Materials: One knee high stocking, grass seeds, potting soil, a baby food jar or small mason jar, 
water, fabric, googly eyes, or other decorative materials. 
  
Activity: Fill the toe of the stocking with 
some grass seeds - the toe will be head 
of the Soil Sam and the grass will look 
like hair when it grows.  Next, pack a 
handful of soil in the stocking on top of 
the seeds. Make sure the ball of the soil 
is slightly bigger than the opening of the 
baby food jar.  Tie a knot under the ball 
of soil.  Then, fill your jar with water and 
place the top of the stocking (which is 
the bottom of Soil Sam) inside the jar. 
Make sure the ball of soil, or head of 
Soil Sam, is above the mouth of the jar.  The end of the stocking will absorb the water to feed 
the grass seeds, which will germinate through the toe of the stocking. (You may have to cut a 
few small holes in the toes of the stocking to help.)  Now you can decorate!  Add water as 
needed, and be sure to cut the grass, “hair,” and style as desired.  Will the grass hair grow 
better or faster with fertilizer?  Try it and find out.  Add different fertilizers to the dirt and water 
and see which grows the best, like coffee grounds, Epsom salt, store bought fertilizer, 
eggshells, etc. 
 
Discussion Questions: What is needed for plants to grow successfully? How can something get 
in the way of this growth? Was there anything that kept Soil Sam from growing? If so, what? 
 
 
2. Decomposition Demonstration (middle school level) 
Learning Objective: This will demonstrate what the healthy components of soil are, and the 
process of decay and decomposition that soil does naturally and very slowly.  
 
Materials: A see through container to put soil and other contents in; access to an outdoor place 
such as a park or playground.     
 
Activity: Have children gather what they have learned makes up healthy soil (variety of organic 
matter and organisms) from a park or playground, and have them put it all together.  In order to 
demonstrate how soil and other organisms break down once-living things, have them rip up the 
contents of their soil into the smallest pieces they possibly can, things like blades of grass, 
leaves, or twigs. Bonus points for collecting small insects and not harming them! If you want to 
take this activity one step further- add this mixture to your backyard or planted pots to show its 
breakdown over time.   
 
Discussion Questions: What was the difference between the materials before and after we 
broke them down? Why do you think materials break down? Why is it important for materials to 
break down? 
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Lesson objectives: Children will learn that lead is an element used in 

industry, and as additives in paints, plumbing, and gasoline. 

 
Where did it come from? Good properties? Natural use?  

 

 
 

Background Information: What is Lead? 
Just like soil, lead is natural and comes from the earth.  Everything from our environment is 
important to a functioning ecosystem.  The issue is when we take something out of it’s natural 
place, use it for building, and have too much of it located in a small area .  Historically, we took 
lead and put it through a “smelting” machine, which melted it down.  Why do we melt a natural 
metal for building?  Lead, when smelted, helps machines run smoothly.  Are you ever on the 
street and hear a big truck making loud noises? Adding lead helps quiet that noise and helps 
the truck run smoothly. Unfortunately, it is also released into the environment and is harmful to 
our health. For example, lead was used in paint to keep the paint shiny and strong, but over 
time the paint peeled.  That is why we always avoid peeling paint- especially in old houses.  
 
In our favorite book, Alice in Wonderland- there’s a theory that the Mad Hatter became mad as 
a result of his exposure to lead.  Some even say the fall of the Roman Empire could be 
connected to their lead pipes and tap water. 
 
Although this Toolkit is focused on lead 
contamination through soil, it’s important 
to note the other ways of acquiring lead 
poisoning through air, dust, paint and 
water.  For our urban area, although NYC 
is famous for our amazing water from the 
beautiful and protected Catskill Mountains, 
by the time the water gets to our taps, 
there could be lead contamination present 
from old pipes installed before 1987. The 
good news? Local activists and lawyers 
have just won a campaign in June 2016 stating that every NYC school will be tested for lead at 
each water tap.  Go to nyc.gov for a free water testing kit. 

LESSON 2: AGE RANGE - MIDDLE SCHOOL 

WHAT IS LEAD? 
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Facts:  
– Lead is a naturally occurring element found in the earth’s crust. 
– Lead is toxic to humans and animals. Lead is a neurotoxin: It affects our nervous systems and 
brains. 
– Lead is a heavy metal, meaning it has a high density and is toxic at low concentrations. 
– Properties: ductile and malleable (meaning it can be easily shaped), very soft, durable, blue-
gray metal. 

More resources on lead: 
http://www.livescience.com/39304-facts-about-lead.html 
http://www.sciencekids.co.nz/sciencefacts/metals/lead.html 
 

Interactive Activities: 
 

1. Teaching About Poisons (elementary and middle school level) 
Learning Objective:  This will teach children how to be active helpers in preventing lead 
poisoning, and simple interventions they can also pass on to their peers or siblings.  This activity 
will identify lead as a dangerous poison.  Also, this activity will demonstrate how lead can be 
introduced into the body: humans can breathe (inhale) or eat (ingest) something with lead, and 
lead can build up in the body and cause dangerous health effects.    
 
Materials (optional): Photos of common household poisons such as cleaning products, and 
photos of chipping paint.   
Activity: Have children give examples of things that they know are poisonous and should never 
go in your mouth (ex: cleaning products, laundry products, pain medicine/parent’s prescriptions, 
pesticides, batteries, etc.). Next, identify lead as a poison that can make you sick and make it 
difficult to learn new things (here you can discuss things they want to learn in the future or what 
they want to be when they grow up, and why keeping lead out of your body is important for them 
to grow up healthy and achieve these goals.)   
Discussion Questions: Review teaching points and activity in question form.  Ask: What did you 
learn? What are signs of lead? Where in the home/classroom would we find lead? 
 
Teaching points: 

- Discuss actions they can take to keep lead out of the body and ways to be be “active 
helpers”: 

- If they see peeling paint tell someone right away 
- Make sure younger kids (school mates or siblings) don’t touch or accidently eat 

the paint chips.  
- Highlight that dust can be a source of lead poisoning. 

- Wash pacifiers if they fall on the floor or become dusty. 
- Wash toys if they are dusty because babies tend to put toys and other household 

objects in their mouths. This is a natural behavior and how they discover the 
taste and texture of different objects, particularly when they are teething.  

http://www.livescience.com/39304-facts-about-lead.html
http://www.sciencekids.co.nz/sciencefacts/metals/lead.html
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2. Forms of Lead? (middle school and High School level ) 
Learning Objective: This will teach students where lead comes from, and it’s positive and 
negative qualities.  Also, this will demonstrate the properties of lead that made it so valuable to 
manufacturing industries, such as lead’s ability to be easily shaped.  This will also teach how 
lead can be found in many forms. 
 
Materials: Chocolate, access to a kitchen or science classroom with bunsen burners and 
freezer, photos of lead in various forms (click here) – examples: lead in soil, lead mineral, lead 
wool, lead shots/bullets, lead glazed ceramics, molten lead, lead pipes, lead bars (ingots), lead 
apron (x-ray protection), lead paint, lead dust… 
 
Activity: Using chocolate bars, show the processes of melting/molding, crumbling, breaking, 
transforming, freezing and relate this back to lead. Melt the chocolate and put in a mold to let 
dry into a different shape.  Crumble up a chocolate bar to show different ways to alter the 
chocolates shape.  
  
Discussion Questions: How many ways were you able to reshape chocolate? Lead is melted 
and reshaped also, why do you think they need to melt lead before it’s used?   
 
 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1M4dycaRynd61tt8LDbzGtJNQ5h16w8wD2yelMq2ULlg/edit?usp=sharing
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Lesson objectives: Children will learn that lead is harmful to the body, 
and that lead can wind up in the soil, water, and air.  When humans 
breathe or accidentally eat something with lead, lead can build up in 
the body and it can be dangerous. A blood test can show if you have 

lead in your blood. 

How does it go from natural metal to toxic? What are the sources of lead in our local 
environment? How did lead get into our soil? 

 
 

Background Information: How did we get contaminated? 
Since lead is a heavy metal, it can get picked up by the human body through ingestion.  Some 
specific ways are through dust, old lead paint chippings, soil in industrial areas, along 
busy diesel truck routes and through water of old pipes built with lead. Lead poisoning 
happens when the body processes lead resulting in a blockage of calcium transfer in the brain.  
This is why a result of lead poisoning is learning challenges in young children whose brains are 
still developing.    
 
The electrical impulses that carry all the information that pass through our nervous system uses 
sodium, potassium, calcium and other electrolytes to function. Calcium acts as a "gatekeeper" 
on the neural cell interface, "opening the door" to the cell for sodium and potassium to flow 

through. Later in the toolkit, you will learn 
dietary ways to remediate the body from lead. 
 
According to the World Health Organization, 
lead exposures can cause lasting nervous 
system disorders and brain development 
issues in young children. Pregnant women 
exposed to lead can experience miscarriages, 
stillbirths, premature labor, and  birth defects.  
Ingestion and inhalation is the most common 
form of lead exposure.  Contamination of 
edible or vegetable crops (particularly leafy 
greens and root vegetables) with lead-
contaminated soil particles that end up on 
plant surfaces or skins can be a significant 
source of dietary exposure.   
 

Historically, Greenpoint got its name from our luscious natural resources from the soil to our 
water access.  This is why industry and development was piloted here to support the boom of 
NYC as we know it.  For example, the boats which transported goods around NYC were built 

LESSON 3: AGE RANGE K - 8 

WHAT IS LEAD CONTAMINATION & WHY 
IS THERE LEAD CONTAMINATION IN 
NORTH BROOKLYN 
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right here in Greenpoint!  As a result, we were left with environmental impacts including lead 
contamination in soil.  Greenpoint Industrial History; How did these industries affect the local 
environment, specifically Greenpoint’s soil? 

More resources on lead contamination in soil: 
https://www.niehs.nih.gov/health/topics/agents/lead/ 
http://www.who.int/mediacentre/factsheets/fs379/en/ 
http://www.healthline.com/health/lead-poisoning#prevention8 
http://kidshealth.org/en/parents/lead-poisoning.html 
 

 
 

Interactive Activities: 
 
1. Dollhouse Activity (elementary school level) 
Learning Objective:  Children will learn that lead is harmful to the body, and identify where lead 
can be found in our homes, and in our environment.   

 
Materials: Life size doll house, or a 
small dollhouse model (barbie, 
playmobil, etc.) 
 
Activity: Have children place sticky 
notes on possible sources of lead 
poisoning in the home (doll 
house), such as plumbing that may 
have lead pipes, paint chipping 
within and outside the house, dust, 
and vintage or imported toys.  Also 
outside the house could be 
contaminated soil.  Discuss why 
these are dangerous areas for 
possible lead contamination and 
how to make sure lead does not get into your body - wash hands before you eat, never put 
hands in your mouth, run water before filling drinking glass, or buy a filter, leave shoes at the 
door, change clothes and wash hands after interacting with soil.     
 
Discussion Questions: How many places did you find sources of lead poisoning? Choose one 
location in the dollhouse and explain why there would be lead there.  How would lead get into 
these places?  

 
2. Map Activity (middle school level)   
 

https://www.niehs.nih.gov/health/topics/agents/lead/
http://www.who.int/mediacentre/factsheets/fs379/en/
http://www.healthline.com/health/lead-poisoning#prevention8
http://kidshealth.org/en/parents/lead-poisoning.html
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Learning Objective: This will help children visualize their neighborhood of North Brooklyn, and 
identify where lead is likely to have settled in soil. 
 
Materials: Large map of North Brooklyn and East River, thumbtacks, string (optional) 
 
Activity: Using NAG’s ToxiCity Map, pinpoint important environmental hazardous places like 
Newtown creek, and NuHart Plastics Superfund Site. Then have them plot where they live with 
pushpins (street or neighborhood). Optional: can connect pushpins with string to show distance 
to the East River.  Students may also identify truck routes with the push pins and string, since 
diesel trucks used to carry lead up until 1995.  
 
Discussion Questions: What places did you choose to pinpoint and why? How might these sites 
impact our community? How far do you live from each site? Lead might or might not have been 
related to this specific site- what environmental and health hazards can you guess are related to 
these sites? 

 

  
 
 
 
Lesson objectives: Kids will learn safe behaviors for playing in soil and 

gardening, and foods to help keep lead from harming their bodies. 

How can we (children) safely interact with soil to reduce risks of exposure to contaminants? 
 

Lead contamination is acquired through inhalation or ingestion, so when you spend time 
outside with children, the EPA recommends that everyone thoroughly wash their hands, 
change clothing when they get home, leave shoes at the door and use doormats. Also, 
start teaching your children to keep their hands away from their mouth at a young age.  If you 

LESSON 4: AGE RANGE – ELEMENTARY SCHOOL 

HOW CAN WE BE SAFE? 
 



  
 
 

 

12 
 

are an urban gardener, make sure to thoroughly wash veggies after harvesting!3  Lead can 
permanently take calcium's place disrupting important neural signaling. Lead can take the place 
of calcium because it is able to act as a molecular mimic.4 
 
Food you can eat to reduce lead from harming your body 

- Foods with iron, calcium, and vitamin C can help reduce the body’s absorption of lead. 
- Eating foods rich in iron daily will help reduce the amount of lead absorbed. Iron is well 

distributed in the American food supply: lean red meat, eggs, vegetables and cereals 
(especially fortified cereal products) are the principal sources. Iron availability may be 
enhanced by consumption of foods containing Vitamin C.5  

 

 
 
Practices to Reduce Lead Absorption by Plants: 
According to today's research, most plants don’t naturally absorb lead. The lead content is most 
likely found in tiny sticky dust particles that stick to the outside parts of plants.  To minimize 
absorption of lead by plants, a number of control measures may be taken: 

                                                
3 Fight Lead Poisoning with a Healthy Diet: Lead Poisoning Prevention Tips for Families 
www.epa.gov/sites/production/files/2014-
02/documents/fight_lead_poisoning_with_a_healthy_diet.pdf 
4 http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2567809/ 
5 https://www.health.ny.gov/environmental/lead/exposure/childhood/leadc.htm#unit3 

https://www.epa.gov/sites/production/files/2014-02/documents/fight_lead_poisoning_with_a_healthy_diet.pdf
https://www.epa.gov/sites/production/files/2014-02/documents/fight_lead_poisoning_with_a_healthy_diet.pdf
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2567809/
https://www.health.ny.gov/environmental/lead/exposure/childhood/leadc.htm#unit3
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1. Test soil for pH and phosphorous. Maintain soil pH levels above 6.5. Lead is relatively 
unavailable to plants when the soil pH is above this level. If pH is lower than 6.5, add 
lime according to soil test recommendations. Lead is also less available when soil 
phosphorus levels are high. 

2. Add organic matter to your soil. In soils with high lead levels, adding one-third by volume 
organic matter may reduce lead availability. Organic compounds bind with lead and 
make it less available to plants. When adding organic matter, the pH should be checked 
to make sure pH remains above 6.5. Good sources of organic matter include composted 
leaves, food scraps, neutral (non-acid) peat, and well-rotted manure.  Avoid leaf mulch 
obtained along highways or city streets as it may contain higher than normal lead levels.  
To avoid this, ask the compost source if they have their compost tested! 

3. Use raised beds and bring in soil! Raised beds must be coupled with good ground cover 
or mulch on the soil surrounding the beds. This prevents splash up and soils that may be 
contaminated from the surrounding areas from being transported by wind and entering 
the beds. If bringing in soils is difficult, then adding well-sourced compost alone will help. 

4. Plant fruiting crops like tomatoes, squash and peppers, if soil is suspected to have 
elevated lead levels. 

5. Add mulch to dilute and cover contaminated soil. 

More resources on soil safety: 
https://www.epa.gov/lead/protect-your-family-exposures-lead 
https://www.cdc.gov/niosh/topics/lead/safe.html 
 

Interactive Activities 
   
1. Teaching Nutrition with Brown Paper Bag 
Puppets (elementary school level) 
Learning Objective: This will teach children 
which foods are high in iron, calcium, and 
vitamin c, and how these foods can combat 
lead absorption.  
 
Materials: brown paper bags, colored paper, 
yarn, markers, coloring pencils, crayons for 
decorating, magazines to cut food images from 
or paper to draw foods on, scissors. This 
activity could also be accompanied by the food 
venn diagram.   
 
Activity: Provide children with the opportunity to make and decorate their own paper bag puppet.  
Have them feed the puppet foods rich in iron, calcium, and vitamin c, that they have either 
drawn or cut out from magazines. 
 

https://www.epa.gov/lead/protect-your-family-exposures-lead
https://www.cdc.gov/niosh/topics/lead/safe.html
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Discussion Questions: What foods did you feed your puppet? Why did you choose those foods? 
Why is it important to eat food high in iron, calcium, and vitamin C?  
 

 
2. Food Diagram Craft (elementary school level) 
Learning Objective: This will teach children which foods are high in iron, calcium, and vitamin c, 
and that these foods can combat lead absorption.  
 
Materials: magazines (cooking magazines or ones likely to have food images), scissors, glue or 
tape, string and hole punch (for mobile) or large paper (for poster).  This activity could also be 
accompanied by the food venn diagram.   
 
Activity: Create a mobile, collage or poster showing proper foods (foods high in 
calcium/iron/vitamin C) from magazines.  Collages or posters could be displayed on fridge at 
home to remind the whole family which foods to eat to stay healthy and keep lead out of your 
body.  Students may make snacks using these foods! 
 
Discussion Questions: What foods did you learn are good to take lead out of our bodies? What 
vitamin does each food you show have? Why did you design your food diagram chart that way? 
 
3. Coloring books (elementary school level) 
 “Leo the Little Lion Learns How to Get Ahead of Lead” teaches that paint chips can have lead 
in them, dirt surrounding houses can have lead in it, dust can have lead in it, washing hands to 
get rid of any lead, letting water run before drinking it, old ceramics/pottery can contain lead, 
and getting tested for lead.  This story book also emphasizes sharing this information with 
friends/siblings, so everyone can be healthy and lead free. 
https://www.health.ny.gov/publications/2528.pdf 
 
“Ethan's House Gets Healthier” covers how homes built before 1978 can have lead paint 
indoors and outdoors, how to repair chipping paint by calling professionals. 
http://www.nwbrhc.org/Ethans%20House%20Coloring%20Book.pdf 
  
“Leadie Eddie” teaches how to stay safe from lead poisoning - washing hands, leave dirty shoes 
at the door, cleaning floors and windowsills, eating vegetables, and get lead tests. 
http://www.llhd.org/leadie-eddie.pdf 
 
Discussion Questions: These are good to discuss while you’re still coloring.  What are ways to 
keep lead out of our bodies? What did the characters do to keep lead out of their bodies?  
 
As you will learn below, one of the main reasons why lead is such a concern for us today is not 
necessarily our current production use, but our historical use of lead.  Articles dating back to the 
early 1800’s show proven health effects- yet laws weren’t passed until the 1970’s.  In all that 
time, lead has made it’s way into our soil, pipes, and other infrastructure that is harmful to our 
health.  
 

https://www.health.ny.gov/publications/2528.pdf
http://www.nwbrhc.org/Ethans%20House%20Coloring%20Book.pdf
http://www.llhd.org/leadie-eddie.pdf
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Considering the density of the information, this section of the toolkit will provide background 

knowledge for parents and educators to enhance their understanding of our industrial history. 
Guiding questions for writing exercises and discussions for young adults can be found after this 

section. 
 
Before the 19th century the north corner of Brooklyn was owned by only a few families with 
farms (and the slaves that tended them). But as the borough expanded at a great rate, 
Greenpoint (or Green Point, named for its abundant, green farmland) soon transformed into the 
“industrial hub of Brooklyn.”6   
  
Neziah Bliss, named the ‘godfather’ of Greenpoint due to his marriage into the Meserole family 
and his prominent role in the purchasing and developing of most of the land in Greenpoint, 
began investing in shipbuilding and other waterfront commerce. Industries like petroleum, 
steamboat building, and waste treatment completely changed the character of Greenpoint’s 
waterfront. And by the late 19th century, Polish immigrants populated the neighborhood, 
developing a ‘Little Poland’ that still characterizes the neighborhood today.   
  
This rapid growth and industrialization came at a cost for residents and industrial laborers. In 
1882 an article in The Brooklyn Daily Eagle stated, chronic lead poisoning is becoming more 
and more important every year, and those giving arise to the greatest number of cases, is the 
use of lead carbonate (white lead) in painting, and the use of lead pipes for transporting drinking 
water.7 The article also noted concern for worker health, as workers had a high incidence of 
lead poisoning: workers were encouraged to use respirators in workrooms, not bring food or 
drink in workrooms, not eat any food until they changed their clothing, and pay strict attention to 
hygiene and washing after work to prevent inhalation or ingestion of lead dust.8 Despite these 
precautions, workers regularly observed adverse health effects related to lead poisoning. For 
example, in 1906, two men who worked the same job at the same lead smelting factory, 
died at a very young age as a result of lead poisoning; their job was to carry molten metal 
from mold to mold and were constantly inhaling fumes from the hot lead.9 Lead wasn’t the only 
issue the community and laborers faced as a result of industry, and residents began standing up 
for themselves and their local environment: “Greenpoint is not to be used as a ‘dumping 
ground,’ residents [said]”10 while protesting a slaughterhouse being built by the East River in 
1906, over concerns of the refuse from the plant affecting public health. And as years passed 
residents became fed up with the continued growth of industry and it’s consequences -- 
contamination of the surrounding water, due, to a large extent, to the selfish disregard of the 
regulations for the disposal of commercial waste,11 obnoxious odors and dust blown from open 

                                                
6 Jane Corby, “Greenpoint, Famed ‘Garden Spot’ Has Been Industrial Hub of Brooklyn: Blessed with 
Waterways It Has Nurtured Our Biggest Industries,” The Brooklyn Daily Eagle, October 28, 1940.  
7 Dr. E. S. Wood, “Lead Poisoning,” The Brooklyn Daily Eagle, August 8, 1882. 
8 Ibid. 
9 Unknown, “Two Died of Lead Poisoning,” The Brooklyn Daily Eagle, March 22, 1906. 
10 Unknown, “Greenpoint Files Protest Against the Abbatoir,” The Brooklyn Daily Eagle, January 17, 
1906. 
11 Unknown, “‘Saving Waterfront’ Blighted Greenpoint And Red Hook, Is View: No Truck Line Here,” The 
Brooklyn Daily Eagle, March 11, 1934. 

LESSON 5: AGE RANGE – HIGH SCHOOL AND UP 

GREENPOINT’S INDUSTRIAL HISTORY 
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coal piles along the creek, which resulted in residents suffering headaches,12 and an unhealthy, 
filthy, unsanitary, and burdensome living condition for residents living and working around the 
city’s incinerator on Newtown Creek.13   
In 1919, an article titled Greenpoint Forging Ahead, Despite Municipal Neglect, published in The 
Brooklyn Daily Eagle, addressed how “despite municipal neglect, which has characterized the 
city’s attitude for the past generation, Greenpoint still maintains its supremacy as the first 
manufacturing district in the Empire State.”14   
 
This was also a headline from 1919 published in The Brooklyn Daily Eagle: 
 

 
The Brooklyn Daily Eagle, December 28, 1919, Page 59 

 
There has been a long time standing feud between the Greenpoint industrial terminal and the 
Department of Sanitation over huge clouds of dust and smoke coming from a garbage disposal 
plant on Newtown creek. Also contributing to this dangerous air pollution was the use of 
diesel trucks which emitted lead into the air, and today, this lead has settled in our soil.15   
 

 
The Brooklyn Daily Eagle, October 14, 1941, Page 6 

 
 
Even back in 1893 manufacturers protested against being driven from their locations, and 
blamed the smells on the city’s sewers, but despite these lies, “Congress laid its restraining 
hand upon the might Standard Oil company with its horrible output of sludge acid and other 

                                                
12 Lester David, “Greenpoint, the Garden Spot, Puts on Cleanliness Drive: Fearing Population Decline, 
Community’s Civic Council Seeks to Curb Objectionable Odors From Factories Along Newtown Creek,” 
The Brooklyn Daily Eagle, February 15, 1939. 
13 Unknown, “Dirt From Incinerators Arouses Greenpoint,” The Brooklyn Daily Eagle, April 30, 1941. 
14 Unknown, “Greenpoint Forging Ahead Despite Municipal Neglect: Big Influx of Manufacturers Attracted 
by Natural Advantages. Great Need of Marginal Railroad and Subway and L Lines.,” The Brooklyn Daily 
Eagle, December 28, 1919. 
15 Unknown, “City Vows Relief to Greenpoints’ Long Sufferiing Dust Victims,” The Brooklyn Daily Eagle, 
November 12, 1950. 
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refuse with which it was defiled the bottom of Newtown creek.”16  And In 1916, an article in The 
Brooklyn Eagle linked industrial lead poisoning to the inhalation of dust carrying minute particles 
of lead into the lungs.17 Although community members and workers resisted and 
organized against unsafe conditions that have proven life threatening, the industry found 
ways to fight back.  For example, industries would hire specific doctors to side with industry 
intensions and say lead was normal and safe for humans: 
 

“In industries where the hazard of lead poisoning is recognized and the workers regularly 
observed or tested by the medical department for signs of it, the diagnosis of lead 
poisoning is not as simple as it might seem, because it happens that every normal 
civilized individual absorbs and excretes daily a wee bit of lead and as individual 
sensitiveness to the poison probably varies considerably we do not know just where to 
drawn the line between the ordinary daily lead elimination and an excessive amount of 
lead in urine.”18 

 
Greenpoint's industrial history with recognizing the dangers of lead poisoning through human 
interaction, has brought us to today.  This is a direct result of our industrial history that is now 
becoming exceedingly residential. Today, Greenpoint has four times the average lead in blood 
level than the rest of NYC. 
 
There are four major ways lead effects North Brooklyn residents today: 

1. Greenpoint handles 40% of NYC’s waste through the various transfer stations located 
along Newtown Creek, which in 2010 was officially marked as a federal superfund site.  
To transport this waste, diesel powered trucks travel through heavily populated routes 
around North Brooklyn and until 1995 lead was being emitted through truck exhaust.   

2. “Historic fill” was a process used during industrialization to fill in land for development.  
Land was filled in with a mixture of chemical and industrial waste (including lead) and 
garbage.  Although you can test your soil and think it’s safe- due to variations in historic 
fill, contamination can vary widely by spots just inches apart. 

3. More than 60% of NYC’s housing stock was built before lead was banned from paint.19  
So, as renovations take place in our changing neighborhood, that lead-based paint gets 
knocked into the air and settles in the soil.  Wind and demolition which spread lead dust 
are major causes of human exposure to lead contamination. 20 

4. New York City water is virtually lead-free when it is delivered from the City's upstate 
reservoir system, but water can absorb lead from solder, fixtures, and pipes found in the 
plumbing of some buildings or homes. It is possible that this can increase your potential 
for exposure.21  Phosphoric acid is added to our NYC water to reduce the its corrosive 
nature which protects the pipes from releasing heavy metals, like lead. Sometimes this is not 
enough, and old pipes still release lead into water.  To avoid this, run your water for at least 
two minutes before using.  

 

                                                
16 Unknown, “A Trip By Water,” The Brooklyn Daily Eagle, May 20, 1893. 
17 Unknown, “How to Keep Well: Common Signs of Lead Poisoning,” The Brooklyn Daily Eagle, June 18, 
1916. 
18 Dr. Brady, “Dr. Brady Says: Effects of Chronic Lead Poisoning Are Puzzling to Medical Profession,” 
The Brooklyn Daily Eagle, April 17, 1935. 
19https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/doh/downloads/pdf/lead/lead-2012report.pdf (page 9) 
20 https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/doh/downloads/pdf/lead/lead-2012report.pdf (page 3) 
21 http://www.nyc.gov/html/dep/html/drinking_water/lead.shtml 

https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/doh/downloads/pdf/lead/lead-2012report.pdf
https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/doh/downloads/pdf/lead/lead-2012report.pdf
http://www.nyc.gov/html/dep/html/drinking_water/lead.shtml
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The good news? In the past 20 years lead levels have decreased exponentially and we are 
continuously seeing new regulation in regard to lead exposure.  For example, as of 2017 all NYC 
schools will have to get every water outlet tested for lead.  With education comes regulation and 
overtime our young New Yorkers will become healthier. 

  

 

 
 
 
1. Reflection Prompts (high school level) 
Learning Objectives: These guiding questions are meant to create critical thinking in young 
adults through discussion or writing. 
 
Materials: paper and pen, a computer, or a group of people for discussion. 
 
Guiding Questions:  

- How did the rapid growth and industrialization of Greenpoint affect its residents?  
- Why do you think it took the government so long to pass regulations on lead? 
- What are some ways residents have tried fighting lead poisoning in their communities?  
- How has Greenpoint’s industrial history affected the community today? What can be 

done to clean up the lead that still lingers? 
 
2. Timeline Activity (GREENPOINT) *this activity is for 4th graders and up 
Learning Objective:  This activity teaches the industrial history of Greenpoint, how lead got into 
our soil, and important dates involving lead legislation.   
 
Materials: A long piece of string or yarn, clothespins or binder clips, printed pages (linked) and 
sticky notes or paper to cover the dates during the activity.   
  
Activity: 
 
Hand out papers (link attached) with historical lead related events.  Then, cover the dates with 
sticky notes.  The sheets cover immigration of Northern Europeans to Greenpoint, industrial 
development of Greenpoint’s waterfront, 20th century advertisements for leaded paint and 
gasoline, dates where occupational lead poisoning was a concern, dates when public lead 
poisoning was concern, and dates involving lead legislation and air emissions (Clean Air Act 
and its amendments.)  After children attempt to put the timeline in order reveal the dates and 
correct the order; space out in time accordance to show gaps; talk through each event.   
https://drive.google.com/open?id=0B7FskWOz_hwbQm0tNkhpNHZEb2M 
 
 
 

Printouts 
PRINT OUTS 

 

LESSON 6: AGE RANGE – YOUNG ADULTS  

INTERACTIVE ACTIVITES FOR YOUNG 
ADULTS 

 

https://drive.google.com/open?id=0B7FskWOz_hwbQm0tNkhpNHZEb2M
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Soil Safety for School Field Trips 
 

Neighbors Allied for Good Growth has partnered with Greenpoint Eco-Schools to educate 
families about healthy soil, toxic soil and soil safety in North Brooklyn and NYC. According to 
the United Hospital Fund analysis of NYC in 2009, children in North Brooklyn tested as having 
elevated blood lead levels at over four times the city average, the highest rate in the entire 
city! 
 

Practices to Reduce Lead Exposure on Field Trips: 
Lead contamination is acquired through ingestion and inhalation, so when you spend 
time outside with children, the EPA recommends that everyone thoroughly wash their 
hands, and when they get home, to change clothing and leave their shoes at the door.  
Also, start teaching children to keep their hands away from their mouths at a young age, 
and not to kick around dirt or soil, as particles can be inhaled.   
 
Practices to Reinforce in the Classroom: 

- Always wash your hands before you eat. 
- Always wash your hands after playing outside (recess, lunch, field trips) and 

never put your hands in your mouth. 
- Tell an adult if you see peeling paint.  

 
Why do we have a lead problem in our area? Historically, Greenpoint’s waterfront 
access made it a prime location for industrial shipping and trucking operations.  As a 
result, this area became highly industrial, and many businesses used a variety of 
potentially harmful materials, including lead, in their operations.  The lead settled into 
the soil and remains there unless it is remediated.   
 

Continue exploring with your students, these are just safety reminders!  
 

QUESTIONS? WANT TO GET INVOLVED?  
Contact NAG: nag.bklyn@gmail.com OR (718) 384 2248 

 
 
 

mailto:nag.bklyn@gmail.com
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Dear Parents,  
 
Neighbors Allied for Good Growth has partnered with Greenpoint Eco-Schools to educate 
families about healthy soil, toxic soil and soil safety in North Brooklyn and NYC. According to 
the United Hospital Fund analysis of NYC in 2009, children in North Brooklyn tested as having 
elevated blood lead levels at over four times the city average, the highest rate in the entire 
city! 
 
Why do we have a lead problem in our area?  Historically, Greenpoint’s waterfront access 
made it a prime location for industrial shipping.  As a result, this area became home to 
industries, many which used a variety of potentially harmful materials, including lead, in their 
operations. 
 
Practices to reduce lead exposure for children: 
Lead contamination is acquired 
through inhalation or ingestion 
(accidental eating), so when you 
spend time outside with children, 
the EPA recommends that 
everyone thoroughly wash their 
hands, change clothing when they 
get home, leave shoes at the door 
and use doormats. Also, start 
teaching your children to keep their 
hands away from their mouth at a 
young age.  If you are an urban 
gardener, make sure to thoroughly 
wash veggies after harvesting!   The foods above help the body from taking in lead. 
 
This is part of NAG’s larger project called Lead in Garden Soil Outreach Project, where we have 
been hosting workshops with Brooklyn College’s Soils Institute and providing free soil testing.  
We are also producing an educational lesson plan and brochure to be distributed among the 
community.  Want to help get involved? We need help spreading the word!  
 
You can get access to the Lead in Soil Toolkit, by visiting NAG-Brooklyn.org and on the drop 
down menu click on the GreenPoint Lead in Garden Soil Outreach tab.  
 

QUESTIONS? WANT TO GET INVOLVED?  
Contact NAG: nag.bklyn@gmail.com OR (718) 384 2248 

mailto:nag.bklyn@gmail.com

