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On June 25, 2018, The Sherwin-Williams Company and ConAgra Grocery Products Company unveiled a bill to 
avoid billions of dollars in liability for creating a public health crisis in California. 

For decades, Sherwin-Williams and ConAgra widely promoted, and profited from, the use of lead paint in 
homes—despite knowing that young children were being poisoned and that poor and minority communities were 
suffering disproportionately.  Lead paint is the predominant source of childhood lead poisoning, and even low-
level lead poisoning can cause permanent brain damage and other health effects. 

After 18 years of litigation, Sherwin-Williams and ConAgra were held liable for cleaning up their toxic mess in 
the Cities of Oakland, San Diego and San Francisco and the Counties of Santa Clara, Alameda, Los Angeles, 
Monterey, San Mateo, Solano, and Ventura.  The court will soon rule on the precise amount of the clean-up 
fund, and the cities and counties expect Sherwin-Williams and ConAgra will be required to pay up to $730 
million this year to clean up lead paint in these 10 cities and counties.  If similar lawsuits are filed in other 
cities and counties, these companies’ total liability throughout the State could be hundreds of millions more. 

To rid themselves of the existing judgment and future lawsuits, Sherwin-Williams and ConAgra proposed 
legislation to shift costs to others and dramatically reduce their own liability.  The legislation would create a fee 
program that might, over the coming decade, generate funds up to a cap of $500 million dollars.  However, the 
bill would prevent homeowners and public officials from seeking further funds that courts could order the 
companies to pay.  The windfall these companies seek through the legislation is massive.  Sherwin-Williams 
and ConAgra would pay what amounts to just $64.3 million1 each in today’s dollars to erase hundreds of 
millions of dollars in existing liability, and hundreds of millions more in potential liability statewide. 

The bill provides no guarantee of funding if it fails to actually generate the expected funds or is later declared 
invalid, and it does not include basic and essential mechanisms to make it functional.   

Through the bill, Sherwin-Williams and ConAgra continue to falsely claim that the lawsuit against them held 
that all homes that contain lead paint are individually a public nuisance and that homeowners will suffer harm.  
But the Court of Appeal specifically rejected these false claims, and the court stated that homeowners can only 
benefit from the judgment against Sherwin-Williams and ConAgra, which will require the companies to pay to 
clean up lead paint.  Multiple analyses from the Legislature’s staff have concluded the same. 

Sherwin-Williams and ConAgra’s bill undermines the ability of city and county attorneys to hold out-of-state 
corporations legally accountable for wrongs committed against the People of the State of California.   

Sherwin-Williams and ConAgra should not be allowed to escape liability for harming hundreds of thousands of 
young children.  And the Legislature should reject their thinly-veiled attempt to trade away the People’s right to 
relief in exchange for pennies on the dollar.  The Legislature should not become a vehicle to subvert the courts—
especially not in this case, which has been litigated for nearly 20 years, resulting in a liability judgment against 
Sherwin-Williams and ConAgra.   

For more information about the lawsuit against Sherwin-Williams, ConAgra and former lead paint 
manufacturers, childhood lead poisoning in California, and related topics, see www.sccgov.org/leadpaint. 
                                                 
1 At a standard interest rate of 5%, the $500 million in funding the legislation might generate over 10 years is worth no more than $386 million in today’s dollars.  Under 
their proposed bill, Sherwin-Williams and ConAgra would each be responsible for no more than a sixth of that amount, or $64.3 million. 
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