SAPMA Pioneers Lead-Free Paint Compliance: A 14-Year Commitment to Accountability and Public Safety
By Tara Benn, CEO of SAPMA, on behalf of the SAPMA Executive Committee
The South African Paint Manufacturers Association (SAPMA) proudly unveils the Implementation Guideline: Lead in Paint Compliance (2025), a comprehensive framework crafted to ensure the paint and coatings industry fully aligns with the Regulations Relating to Lead in Paint or Coating Materials (2024), effective 17 May 2025. What must, however, be borne in mind is that this is a guideline and in no way sets out to replace the regulations themselves. Ultimately, it is up to our members to address any outstanding concerns with the Department of Health directly, although SAPMA will always be available to assist. These regulations represent a transformative step toward eliminating lead—a toxic substance linked to severe health risks, particularly neurological damage and developmental delays in children—from paints and coatings, safeguarding public health and environmental integrity. SAPMA’s Executive Committee initiated this guideline to eliminate ambiguity, drive sector-wide compliance, and reinforce the industry’s reputation as a responsible steward of safety and sustainability.
A 14-Year Journey to Robust and Equitable Regulation
The Regulations Relating to Lead in Paint or Coating Materials_DIRECTIVE_2024) began in 2011, sparked by global efforts, including the World Health Organization and the Global Alliance to Eliminate Lead Paint, to phase out lead in paints. Over these 14 years, SAPMA members—particularly raw material suppliers and paint manufacturers—have been instrumental in shaping a regulation that is stringent yet practical. Through consistent engagement with the Department of Health, technical committees, and international bodies, SAPMA advocated for a 90 parts per million (ppm) lead threshold that balances public safety with the challenges of reformulating complex paint products. Our members invested in research, safer alternative ingredients, and compliance systems, ensuring the regulation is fair, enforceable, and aligned with global standards. This guideline builds on that legacy, offering a clear path for the entire industry to uphold these hard-won standards.
Why Some Companies Resist the Regulation
Despite the 14-year lead-up, some companies remain opposed to the regulations, citing the costs and complexities of compliance. This resistance often stems from a failure to heed warnings from both the Department of Health and SAPMA, which have consistently communicated the impending changes since 2011. These companies, having been “asleep at the wheel,” neglected to reformulate products, secure compliant supply chains, or invest in testing infrastructure. Now, facing the imminent 17 May 2025 deadline, they argue that the timeline is too aggressive or the 90 ppm threshold too restrictive. However, this overlooks the ample notice provided and the proactive steps taken by SAPMA members who embraced early preparation. The guideline aims to bridge this gap, but compliance is non-negotiable, and unprepared firms risk significant penalties and reputational damage.
Why SAPMA Developed the Guideline
The 2024 regulations set a clear standard: no paint or coating material may exceed 90 ppm of lead. The complexity of the supply chain—from raw material sourcing to retail distribution—posed risks of misinterpretation, inadequate documentation, and non-compliance. SAPMA’s Executive Committee convened a stakeholder meeting on 19 March 2025, uniting manufacturers, suppliers, retailers, contractors, legal experts, and compliance officers. The outcome was a rejection of “grey areas” in compliance: a product either meets the 90 ppm threshold or it does not. The Implementation Guideline provides clear directives, ensuring stakeholders understand their obligations and act confidently. By transforming compliance into a strategic priority, SAPMA aims to protect public health, mitigate legal and financial risks, and elevate the industry’s credibility.
Regulatory Framework and Compliance Timeline
The Lead in Paint Regulations introduce rigorous requirements with a phased implementation:
· 17 May 2025: Compliance Declaration Certificates (CDCs) are mandatory for every first batch of paint and upon any material change in formulation. CDCs must follow Annexure A of the regulations and be publicly accessible. Department of Health inspectors will enforce compliance, using portable X-ray fluorescence (XRF) devices for on-site screening and detaining non-compliant products for laboratory confirmation (e.g., ICP-MS or AAS). Penalties include fines of R250,000 to R500,000, product recalls, bans, and facility closures for repeat offenders.
· 17 May 2026: All paint products must feature Globally Harmonised System (GHS)-compliant labelling, including a statement confirming lead compliance and adherence to SANS 10234 standards for chemical classification and labelling.
These deadlines demand immediate action. SAPMA’s guideline details processes for documentation, testing, and reporting to ensure seamless compliance.
GHS Compliance: A Critical Component
The Globally Harmonised System of Classification and Labelling of Chemicals (GHS), as adopted in South Africa through SANS 10234, is integral to the regulations. By 17 May 2026, all paint products must bear GHS-compliant labels, ensuring clear communication of hazards and lead compliance. Key extracts from the Regulations Relating to Lead in Paint or Coating Materials (2024) outline these requirements:
· Labelling Requirement: “Every container of paint or similar coating material must be labelled in accordance with the SANS 10234 standard, including a statement confirming that the lead content does not exceed 90 ppm.”
· Safety Data Sheets (SDSs): “Suppliers and manufacturers must provide SDSs that comply with GHS requirements, explicitly stating the presence or absence of lead and its concentration, verified by laboratory testing where necessary.”
· Hazard Communication: “Labels must include GHS pictograms, signal words (e.g., ‘Warning’ or ‘Danger’), and precautionary statements to inform users of safe handling and disposal practices.”
GHS compliance ensures transparency across the supply chain, enabling retailers, contractors, and consumers to make informed decisions. SAPMA’s guideline emphasizes that SDSs must be unambiguous about lead levels, and non-compliant documentation triggers mandatory laboratory testing. Training on GHS standards is a cornerstone of SAPMA’s awareness campaign, equipping stakeholders to meet these obligations.
Responsibilities Across the Paint Value Chain
Compliance is a collective effort, with each stakeholder bearing specific responsibilities:
· Raw Material Suppliers: Suppliers of pigments, additives, and colorants must provide GHS-compliant SDSs or Certificates of Analysis (CoAs) stating lead levels below 90 ppm, verified by laboratory testing. Non-compliance under the Occupational Health and Safety Act (OHSA) and Hazardous Chemical Agents Regulations (RHCA, 2021) risks fines up to R5 million or imprisonment for up to five years per offence. SAPMA recommends manufacturers use contract clauses—warranties, indemnities, audit rights, and termination provisions—to ensure supplier accountability. Non-compliant suppliers should be flagged, tested independently, and reported to authorities like the Department of Employment and Labour (ohs@labour.gov.za) or the National Regulator for Compulsory Specifications (info@nrcs.org.za).
· Paint Manufacturers: Manufacturers are primarily responsible for ensuring products meet the 90 ppm lead limit. This includes issuing CDCs for every first batch and after formulation changes, conducting laboratory testing (e.g., ICP-MS, XRF, or AAS) when SDSs are unclear, and evaluating cumulative lead content, as compliant ingredients can yield non-compliant products. Records—SDSs, CoAs, CDCs, and test results—must be kept for five years, with GHS-compliant labelling mandatory by 17 May 2026. SAPMA advises a “cautious industry participant” standard, re-evaluating formulations for material changes.
· Retailers: Retailers face scrutiny as distributors and must verify that stock includes valid CDCs, GHS-compliant labels, and updated SDSs, rejecting non-compliant products and maintaining audit trails. Non-compliance risks prosecution, fines, and reputational damage. SAPMA urges robust supplier verification and blocking non-compliant stock.
· Contractors and Applicators: Contractors must check for proper labelling and request CDCs or SDSs before using paints. If non-compliance is suspected, they should collect samples, document evidence (photographs, chain-of-custody records), and submit for laboratory testing. If lead exceeds 90 ppm, contractors must cease use, notify the manufacturer and SAPMA, and assist with containment or recalls. Training on GHS compliance and sampling is critical.
The SAPMA Whistleblowers Hotline: Ensuring Fair Competition
SAPMA’s Whistleblowers Hotline enables anonymous reporting of non-compliance, protecting compliant businesses from unscrupulous competitors using substandard materials or falsifying documentation. These bad actors undermine public safety and disadvantage firms investing in compliance. The hotline empowers stakeholders—employees, contractors, competitors—to report violations confidentially, ensuring swift action without retaliation. Reports are escalated to regulators and SAPMA’s compliance team, reinforcing ethical standards and a level playing field.
SAPMA’s Vision for a Lead-Free Future
The Implementation Guideline transforms compliance into an opportunity to elevate standards, protect public health, and build consumer trust. SAPMA’s next steps include submitting the guideline to the Department of Health, launching a training campaign, and engaging suppliers for robust documentation. The Regulations Relating to Lead in Paint or Coating Materials (2024) mark a milestone in our 14-year journey, and with the guideline and hotline, SAPMA is ensuring a lead-free future for South Africa.
For more information, visit www.sapma.org.za or contact SAPMA at +27 10 009 6823.

