A STEADY MARCH FORWARD: THE CRITICAL NEXT
STEP TO ADDRESS LEAD POISONING IN SYRACUSE
The following policy paper outlines the Central New York Community Foundation’s view on what has
been accomplished so far to end childhood lead poisoning in Syracuse and what still needs to be
done to close a critical gap in legislation. Based on our analysis, we conclude that the most important
next step is to advocate for the passage of a new lead ordinance, soon to be put forth by the City of
Syracuse, which would make the presence of lead a housing code violation.
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INTRODUCTION
The topic of lead poisoning has recently burst back into the scene in Central New York due to high-profile publicity and
community action. This issue has, however, been an ongoing concern in this region, and across New York State, for decades.
Childhood lead poisoning is a complex social problem that requires sustained vigilance. Recently, we have seen a steady march
toward progress, as lead poisoning rates are gradually declining in Syracuse each year. In addition, increased resources have
been devoted to the issue and new collaborations formed among local policy makers, residents and organizations. Syracuse has
taken bold steps, but more needs to be done.
Based on our analysis, we conclude that the most important next step is to advocate for the passage of a new lead ordinance
soon to be put forth by the City of Syracuse. Such an ordinance promises to close the critical gap between finding lead and
making its presence a housing code violation. This new legislation will enable the already-established infrastructure for ticketing
and code enforcement to be fully activated.

LEAD EXPOSURE IN THE SPOTLIGHT
The problem of elevated blood lead levels in children has

with New York City accounting for 5,610 (National Center for

garnered increased attention in Syracuse over the past few

Healthy Housing 2018). This is largely because we have older

years. Lead has been linked to a wide variety of harmful

homes, nearly 80 percent of which were built before 1978,

effects, especially if exposure occurs during the first few

than most other states (Curtis, 2019; National Center for

years of life—when young children are likely to be crawling

Healthy Housing, 2018). In Syracuse, 95 percent of all housing

through lead dust residue, putting their hands in their

units were built before 1980 (Pasquale and Tifft, 2019).

mouths, and climbing around high friction surfaces such as
windows and doors where lead dust is continuously created.
Elevated levels of lead in children have been found to cause
developmental delays, learning difficulties and a host of other
health complications that can make attentiveness in school
and upward mobility difficult (Gump et. al., 2017; Lane et. al. ,
2008).

The use of lead in domestic paint was outlawed in 1978 when
it was linked to a variety of health concerns and dubbed
an environmental toxin. Since then, it has largely been
remediated by being painted over due to the high cost of
full remediation. While this Band-Aid approach can be a cost
effective strategy (painting can cost about $5,000 per dwelling
and full removal may stretch to upwards of $50,000), it means

Lead exposure is not just a local problem. Syracuse is merely

that this popular solution is more temporary than permanent.

a microcosm of a larger statewide problem. In 2016, New York

If maintenance and upkeep lapse, the paint once again begins

State led the nation in the number of children with elevated

to chip as the home ages, exposing young children to the

blood lead levels (i.e., BLL over 5 μg/dL) (CDC, 2019) at 17,745,

harmful effects of lead.

CE N T R A L N EW YOR K C OMMUNIT Y FO U NDAT ION

I N F O @ C N YC F. O R G

315.422.9538

A STEADY MARCH FORWARD: THE CRITICAL NEXT STEP TO ADDRESS LEAD POISONING IN SYRACUSE

A ‘WICKED’ SOCIAL PROGRAM THAT REQUIRES VIGILENCE
Lead exposure is what policy researchers refer to as a

Lead was a key component in the fabrication or construction

‘wicked’ social problem. Such problems are extraordinarily

of so much of our housing stock that it is impractical to tear

difficult to solve because of their complexity. Simply

down entire sectors of the community. The high cost of

understanding them can require a multi-disciplinary

repairs, paired with low home values and limited borrowing

approach but this can lead to a lack in clarity as we discover

opportunities, makes it is simply too costly to be rid of it

that such problems are intertwined with other social

entirely. As a result, perhaps our best policy option is one of

issues such as poverty. This can result in uncertainty over

vigilance.

what aspect to address first and disagreement among

In this paper, we explore the recent steps that Syracuse and

stakeholders about how best to take action (Rittel and

Onondaga County have taken to develop into a community

Webber, 1973; Wahl, 2017).

that is truly vigilant about lead poisoning and as a result, one

Another key aspect of the wicked problem is that it is never

that never again will be surprised by lead exposure. Syracuse

completely solved (Rittel and Webber, 1973; Wahl, 2017). This

has made good progress but, we assert, in order to be truly

seems to be true for lead, a substance that we have known

lead-vigilant, there are additional steps that need to be taken.

to be toxic since the 1970s. Rather than being solved in the

To understand the most prudent next steps, we must study

past, like many have assumed, it continues to resurface just

the infrastructure that has already been built, examine how it

as communities forget about it.

fits together and identify where there are still gaps.
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with lead violations

JUNE & SEPT 2019
Count & District Attorney
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A STEADY MARCH FORWARD
Onondaga County, the City of Syracuse, elected city councilors,

Historically, these inspections were only exterior and visual.1

grassroots groups, local residents and a network of funders

Landlords could simply renew their membership on the city’s

and housing service providers have embarked on a series

rental registry with a postcard, vouch for the safety of their

of changes that promise to transform the way we deal with

dwelling in writing, and pay an annual fee. This procedure

lead. To fully comprehend their coordination and potential

changed in July 2018 with the addition of required internal

shortcomings requires mapping. We present this in the form

inspections (A) in order for a location to be placed on the

of a gear train – a series of gears that interact with each other

rental registry. It also mandated inspections every three years.

to produce a coordinated effect.

It did not, however, make the presence of lead a violation.

In order to be proactive, there needs to be a system that
prevents lead poisoning rather than responds to it. The city

Instead, homes can only be cited for visible chipping or peeling
paint, a matter we will revisit later. (B) (Baker, 2018, Mar 26).

itself has taken several steps to put components into place

At about the same time, state and local policymakers worked

that will help to make this a reality.

together to create what would be later known as the city’s

Looking at the image above, we begin at the top left with the
interior inspections of rental units by the city. Apartments are
required to be inspected by the Division of Code Enforcement
in the city’s Department of Neighborhood and Business
Development. They determine whether a location meets state
and local building requirements.
CE N T R A L N EW YOR K C OMMUNIT Y FO U NDAT ION

Bureau of Administrative Adjudication (C). This new structure
fundamentally changed the character of enforcing a code
violation. In the past, uncorrected housing code violations
were practically unenforceable except through housing court,
a long and labor intensive process. The city would have to take
a landlord to court. With such a large backlog of court cases,
code violations did little in the way of deterrence. The new
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Bureau of Administrative Adjudication changed this such that

housing inspections with mandatory dust wipes to check

these fines would now be taken care of by an expedited city

for lead contaminated dust. Lead dust is a key risk. Children

administrative process rather than in court (Magnarelli, 2018).

crawl through lead dust and paint chips. When they put their
hands in their mouths, they ingest the lead dust, causing lead

Furthermore, new New York State legislation signed by
the governor has signaled that in the future it will likely be

poisoning.

possible for unpaid code violations affirmed by the Bureau

Beyond this ordinance, as a community we may still face the

of Administrative Adjudication to be added to a landlord’s

challenge of deploying enough staff and other resources to

property tax bill (D) (Baker, 2018, Aug 1).

implement these policies. Nevertheless, there are a variety

Unpaid tax bills themselves might be considered weak in
terms of enforcement if it had not been for the creation of a
land bank several years earlier (E). This entity has the staffing
and capacity to accept the properties that have been seized by
the city for unpaid taxes, renovate them and resell them onto
the market in strategic ways that complement neighborhood
and business development planning (Greater Syracuse

of ways to address such hurdles. For instance, the city may
choose to focus its efforts on particular neighborhoods where
higher than average rates of poisoning are being found among
children. There is also the question of how much this will cost
landlords. We are heartened by the experience in Rochester,
which saw dramatic decreases in lead poisoning after
instituting similar legislation (Korfmacher, 2019: 88) which only
resulted in an average per-unit cost to landlords of $1,726

Property Development Corporation, 2012).

(Korfmacher, et. al., 2012).

To add further pressure to landlords, the Onondaga County
Executive issued an order in May of 2019 (F) to have the
county’s Department of Social Services withhold rent subsidies
(such as housing payments) to landlords whose properties
have open lead violations (Advance Media NY Editorial Board,
2019).2 The county health department is working to develop
“a program providing for a lead-free certification process,
including educating tenants to demand a lead-free certification
as a condition of any rental agreement” (Knauss, 2019). To
complement these efforts, in the fall of 2019 the District
Attorney’s office began publicly cracking down on egregious
landlords with open or uncorrected lead-related violations (G)
(Mulder, 2019).3
The final component of this gear train, anticipated in early
2020, would be the introduction of a new city ordinance (B)
that would fill a problematic gap by making the presence
of lead hazards a violation of city housing code. Such an
ordinance would augment the recently-added interior

1
This has been the case for one and two unit rental properties (a major source of lead exposure historically). Certificates of Compliance have
been historically required by New York State for rental properties with three or more units and this requires an interior inspection every three
years.
2
The Department of Social Services – Economic Security began withholding rents for uncorrected lead violations on a unit by unit basis in 2017,
prior to the County Executive’s Order expanding this practice to cover all units in a property.
3
The District Attorney’s office also charged a landlord with an unclassified misdemeanor in 2018, prior to convening a new grand jury in 2019 in
connection with new cases.
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CONCLUSION
It is clear that our community is not standing still or stuck in

Based on our analysis, we conclude that the most prudent

the past. Rather, we are steadily marching forward toward

next step is to advocate for the passage of a new lead

progressive systemic change in addressing lead poisoning in

ordinance in Syracuse. The city government is currently

our children. Our progress promises to benefit not only our

undertaking a Generic Environmental Impact Study, which will

youth and their families but also the community as a whole,

inform the development of a feasible ordinance. We expect

because we all pay for the long-term costs of lead exposure.

that an open comment period on this legislation will begin in

The common community cost that we pay as a consequence is

early 2020. We encourage residents living inside and outside

many times the price of remediating residences and creating

of the city to provide input during the open comment period

safe home environments for children to thrive. For each dollar

by either attending a committee hearing or contacting their

invested in lead hazard control there is a corresponding return

legislators. In order to be effective, such an ordinance should

of $17-$221 (Gould, 2009).

deem the presence of lead hazards a violation and enable

In the gear train image, we begin to see a system whereby:
inspections are becoming more robust (and may soon include

the already-built infrastructure for ticketing and housing code
enforcement to be fully activated.

lead hazards as a code violation), enforcement of violations

It may not be feasible to permanently defeat a ‘wicked’

is becoming stronger, penalties for not fixing violations

problem such as lead exposure. Nevertheless, this new

are increasing, and grounds for the eventual confiscation

infrastructure of vigilance promises to keep lead hazards in

of property (in worst case scenarios) are set. In addition,

check by ensuring that we proactively identify the problem

significant new resources in the form of philanthropic funding

rather than wait to address the negative outcomes. This will

and government grants have become available for landlords

not only lead to decreased lead poisoning rates, but also

and homeowners to make lead-safe renovations to their

progress in the other problems that are entangled with it,

properties (H). As a result, a robust ‘carrot and stick’ approach

such as the percentage of children that are reading at grade

is being developed.

level, crime, and poverty itself, all of which are linked to lead
exposure. A holistic infrastructure of vigilance will protect our
community for decades to come.
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LOCAL POVERTY PROBLEMS NEED HOLISTIC, DATA-DRIVEN NEIGHBORHOOD SOLUTIONS
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