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Occupational Health Success Stories 
 
Wisconsin and Minnesota Respond to Shipyard Workers’ High Lead Levels  
 
In March 2016, the Minnesota 
Department of Health (MDH) was 
notified of a shipyard worker with a 
blood lead level (BLL) over 60 µg/dL. 
At the same time, the Wisconsin 
Department of Health Services 
(WDHS) received lab reports for two 
workers from the same shipyard with 
BLLs over 40 µg/dL. Wisconsin and 
Minnesota worked together to 
investigate these high lead levels and 
reduce worker exposures.  
 
The Challenge  
Although the National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health considers BLLs over 
5 µg/dL elevated, exposures can be much higher for some workers. Interstate health 
department collaboration is essential to investigate high lead exposures in industries 
which employ workers from several states.  
 
The Response  
In early April, WDHS and MDH alerted regional partners and launched a joint 
investigation. WDHS activated its Incident Command System, and with MDH identified 
workers from 15 states possibly employed at the shipyard during the period of high lead 

exposure. Both health departments conducted telephone 
interviews to collect information about the workers and their 
exposures, and 233 (65.3%) of the identified workers received 
at least one BLL test. Of the tested workers, 171 (73%) had 
elevated lead levels of 5 µg/dL or more. Lead testing was also 
conducted on household members identified through worker 
interviews. The Occupational Safety and Health 
Administration’s enforcement investigation of the shipyard 
reported that workers had been exposed to lead at more than 
20 times the permissible air exposure limit of 40µg/m3.   
 
The Impact  
Minnesota–Wisconsin cooperation made this investigation 
possible. Timely sharing of BLL reports and interview findings 
enabled these health departments to describe the extent of 
the hazard and recommend engineering controls, periodic BLL 
monitoring, and personal protective equipment for shipyard 
workers.  
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