
November 20, 2023 
 
Radhika Fox  
Assistant Administrator for Water  
US Environmental Protection Agency 
1200 Pennsylvania Avenue, NW  
Washington, DC 20460  
 
 
Dear Assistant Administrator Fox, 
 
We, the undersigned community and environmental justice organizations, are reaching out to you with 
urgency about EPA’s public messaging on steps consumers can take to protect themselves from lead in 
water. EPA has been delivering this messaging for over 30 years – and continues to deliver this messaging 
today – in official informational meetings, trainings, webinars, and through the agency’s website. As we 
outline in the attached letter, and have discussed in prior public comments to EPA, rather than mitigate 
risk of exposure, much of this messaging can prolong and even exacerbate exposures.  
 
We believe that the upcoming release of a new Lead and Copper Rule (LCR) and other public initiatives to 
reduce consumer exposures to lead in water are important opportunities for EPA to work with affected 
communities in order to improve effectiveness and accuracy in communications on this topic.  
 
We now know that a Filter First approach to lead in water is the best available protective measure in 
terms of its effectiveness, accessibility, environmental sustainability, and cost. When implemented 
correctly, it also offers immediate protection from exposures. With this letter, we ask EPA to adopt Filter 
First as the agency’s primary and urgent recommendation to all consumers, whether they live in a home 
with a lead service line or not. 
 
The ramifications of relying on outdated, incomplete, or misleading talking points regarding lead-in-water 
safety are grave, not only for public health and environmental justice, but also for the scientific, 
regulatory, and programmatic integrity of EPA’s lead-in-water regulations, guidance documents, and 
infrastructure funding programs. EPA is one – if not the most important – source of information on the 
subject, and it is critical for this administration, as the President continues to prioritize this issue, to 
update its messaging. 
  
To give a brief example, EPA’s claim that standard water testing will reveal if there is lead in one’s water, 
a) contradicts the science of lead in water; b) generates vast underestimations of the prevalence of lead-
contaminated water and inaccurate understandings about the contribution of lead-contaminated water 
to elevated blood lead levels;1-2 c) misleads consumers into thinking that a ‘non-detect’ lead reading, for 
example, signifies their water is ‘safe;’ d) gives implicit permission to water utilities to issue false 
assurances of safety to consumers whose one-time test happened to capture no lead; and e) cultivates in 
consumers the erroneous impression that the adoption of precautionary measures – including lead 

 
1 See, for example, Stanek et al. 2020; Triantafyllidou et al. 2014; Triantafyllidou & Edwards 2012.   
2 Engel 1986 (Appendix 2) and Renner 2006 illustrate how erroneous governmental assumptions about the 
contribution of lead-contaminated water to blood lead levels in children has delayed the protection of children with 
elevated blood lead levels from ongoing ingestion of contaminated water, even when this water is the children’s sole 
source of exposure to lead.  

https://pubs.acs.org/doi/pdf/10.1021/acs.est.0c00479
https://iwaponline.com/jwh/article/12/1/57/7935/Assessing-risk-with-increasingly-stringent-public
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/10643389.2011.556556?journalCode=best20
https://www.salon.com/2006/11/27/lead_3/
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service line replacement – is both a nuisance and a financial waste. The letter below provides more 
details as well as citations on this and other similar points.  
 
In light of EPA’s commendable efforts to improve the Lead and Copper Rule Revisions (LCRR) and to 
accelerate the full replacement of lead service lines across the nation within ten years, we believe it is 
imperative that the agency move quicky to align its approach to lead in water with: 
 

• the science of lead corrosion, 

• basic environmental justice principles, and 

• the public health goals of the Safe Drinking Water Act (SDWA).   
 
Toward this end, we would like to have a meeting with you at your earliest convenience to discuss this 
matter further and explore how we can support EPA to make necessary corrections in a timely manner. 
At this meeting, we propose inviting Professional Engineer Elin Betanzo (cc-ed herein) for her expert input 
on the science of lead in water and the LCR. We also hope that EPA will support our conversation with 
agency staff who bring analogous expertise.  
 
Should you have any questions, please contact Yanna Lambrinidou, PhD at pnalternatives@yahoo.com.   
 
Thank you and kind regards, 
 
 
Campaign for Lead Free Water  
 
Childhood Lead Action Project  
 
DC EJ Coalition  
 
DC Environmental Network  
 
DC Statehood Green Party  
 
Earthjustice  
 
Environmental Transformation Movement of 
Flint (ETM Flint)  
 
Freshwater For Life Action Coalition – MKE  
 
Get The Lead Out Coalition – MKE  
 

Green New Deal for DC  
 
Lead-Free Delaware  
 
Little Village Environmental Justice Organization 
(JVEJO)  
 
Natural Resources Defense Council (NRDC)  
 
Newark Water Coalition  
 
Parents for Nontoxic Alternatives 
 
Portland Advocates for Lead-free Drinking Water  
 
Sierra Club  
 
Women for a Healthy Environment  

  

mailto:pnalternatives@yahoo.com
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cc.  Zaineb Alattar, US EPA  
KC Becker, US EPA Region 8  

       Navis Bermudez, US EPA  
Eric Burneson, US EPA  
David Cash, US EPA Region 1  
Leslie Darman, US EPA  
Marianne Engelman-Lado, US EPA  
Lisa Garcia, US EPA Region 2  
Jeaneanne Gettle, US EPA Region 4  
Yu-Ting Guilaran, US EPA  
Gem Guzman, US EPA Region 9  
Hannah Holsinger, US EPA  
Jeffrey Kempic, US EPA  
Meg McCollister, US EPA Region 7  
Jennifer McLain, US EPA  
Earthea Nance, US EPA Region 6  
Jonathan Nelson, US EPA  
Adam Ortiz, US EPA Region 3  
Michael S. Regan, US EPA  
Zach Schafer, US EPA  
Debra Shore, US EPA Region 5  
Casey Sixkiller, US EPA Region 10  
Carrie Wehling, US EPA  
Wendy Wilkes, US EPA  
Mae Wu, US EPA  
Elin Betanzo, Safe Water Engineering, LLC  

       Ronnie Levin, Harvard TH Chan School of Public Health  
       Michael R. Schock, formerly with US EPA's National Risk Management Research Laboratory 

Wisconsin State Senator Lena C. Taylor  
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Re: The scientific basis and public health protective capacity of EPA’s recommendations to consumers for 
preventing exposures to lead in water 
 
On behalf of the community and environmental justice signatories above, we want to express gratitude to 
the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) for the October 17, 2023 webinar, “Engaging in EPA’s 
Upcoming Proposed LCRI Drinking Water Regulatory Process.” This event was especially informative with 
regards to the timeline for the upcoming LCRI and steps communities can take to participate in the 
rulemaking process. Spelling out all the ways in which consumers can provide input on the proposed LCRI 
aligns with environmental justice principles and helps overcome the common challenge of knowing what 
the opportunities are for weighing in on proposed environmental rules and how to take advantage of 
these opportunities. 
 
EPA’s webinar, however, alarmed us as well. In a segment about measures we can take “right now” to 
“protect” ourselves from lead in our tap water, an EPA scientist with the Standards and Risk Management 
Division of EPA’s Office of Ground Water and Drinking Water (OGWDW) delivered a medley of seven 
recommendations (Appendix 1). We are familiar with these recommendations, as EPA has promoted 
most of them for over 30 years (Appendix 2).3 But we also know that they are marred with such serious 
deficiencies that they risk prolonging – rather than eliminating – consumer exposures to lead in tap 
water.   
 
Specifically, the recommendations: 
 

• Overlook or contradict the best available, peer-reviewed science, as required by the Safe Drinking 
Water Act (SDWA) §1412(b)(3)(A), 42 U.S.C. §300g-1(b)(3)(A)4 (Recommendations 1-5); and/or  

• Ask of our communities to take measures that – although potentially challenging, demanding, 
time-intensive, and/or costly – are only partly or unreliably health protective, if health protective 
at all (Recommendations 1-6); or  

• Lack basic information that is necessary for educated decision-making concerning the specific 
measure promoted (Recommendation 7). 
 

Additionally, EPA leaves consumers on their own to decide which measure (or combination of measures) 
to adopt, in the absence of any guidance about each of the seven measures’ advantages and 
disadvantages. And, lastly, none of the seven recommendations: 
 

• disclose that lead in water is ubiquitous in buildings with and without a lead service line and, 
therefore, should concern everyone, or 

• discuss who must bear the cost of measures that involve (or may involve) the purchasing of 
materials and/or the hiring of professional services.  
 

All these deficiencies violate foundational consumer right-to-know principles codified in the Safe Drinking 
Water Act (SDWA) 1996 Amendments and the 2016 Water Infrastructure Improvements for the Nation 

 
3 See EPA’s 1992 “Lead in Drinking Water Regulation: Public Education Guidance” for Recommendations 1-3 and 5-7. 
4 Safe Drinking Water Act §1412(b)(3)(A), 42 U.S.C. §300g-1(b)(3)(A) provides, “(3)(A) Use of science in 
decisionmaking.—In carrying out this section, and, to the degree that an Agency action is based on science, the 
Administrator shall use—(i) the best available, peer-reviewed science and supporting studies conducted in 
accordance with sound and objective scientific practices; and (ii) data collected by accepted methods or best 
available methods (if the reliability of the method and the nature of the decision justifies use of the data).” 

https://nepis.epa.gov/Exe/ZyNET.exe/700008CB.TXT?ZyActionD=ZyDocument&Client=EPA&Index=1991+Thru+1994&Docs=&Query=&Time=&EndTime=&SearchMethod=1&TocRestrict=n&Toc=&TocEntry=&QField=&QFieldYear=&QFieldMonth=&QFieldDay=&IntQFieldOp=0&ExtQFieldOp=0&XmlQuery=&File=D%3A%5Czyfiles%5CIndex%20Data%5C91thru94%5CTxt%5C00000018%5C700008CB.txt&User=ANONYMOUS&Password=anonymous&SortMethod=h%7C-&MaximumDocuments=1&FuzzyDegree=0&ImageQuality=r75g8/r75g8/x150y150g16/i425&Display=hpfr&DefSeekPage=x&SearchBack=ZyActionL&Back=ZyActionS&BackDesc=Results%20page&MaximumPages=1&ZyEntry=1&SeekPage=x&ZyPURL
https://uscode.house.gov/view.xhtml?req=granuleid%3AUSC-prelim-title42-chapter6A-subchapter12&saved=%7CZ3JhbnVsZWlkOlVTQy1wcmVsaW0tdGl0bGU0Mi1zZWN0aW9uMzAwZg%3D%3D%7C%7C%7C0%7Cfalse%7Cprelim&edition=prelim
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Act provisions on lead public education adopted during the Flint lead crisis5 and raise serious 
environmental justice and equity concerns (see the Campaign for Lead Free Water 2023 comment on 
EPA’s proposed “National Primary Drinking Water Regulations: Consumer Confidence Report Rule 
Revisions” [EPA–HQ–OW–2022–0260]). 
 
As we await the announcement of EPA’s proposed LCRI, we bring these deficiencies to your attention with 
urgency and with the hope that EPA has fixed them. If it has not, we urge the agency to fix them as soon 
as possible (preferably before the release of the proposed improvements) or to make clear which peer-
reviewed science it has used to maintain them.  
 
Our sense of urgency is rooted in two concerns: 
 

1. The grave environmental injustice embedded in the LCR’s ‘shared responsibility’ regime, as this 
regime has been conceptualized and implemented up to today   
 
For the past 30+ years, the LCR’s treatment technique approach (i.e., corrosion control, source 
water treatment, lead service line replacement, and public education) has left our communities 
largely unaware that they are at risk of exposures to both low-level, chronic and high-level, acute 
lead-in-water concentrations, even when their water utilities are in full regulatory compliance.6 
Worse, it has communicated consistently that, unless a community receives mandated public 
education about a lead action level (LAL) exceedance, lead in water at this community’s taps 
does not pose a health risk.7  
 
Yet LCR compliance sampling results from water utilities across the US, as well as highly visible 
lead-in-water contamination events in cities like Benton Harbor, MI; Flint, MI; Jackson, MS; 
Newark, NJ; Portland, OR; and Washington, DC, have shown that lead-in-water levels at a 
community’s taps can be present – as well as high and even exceedingly high – long before the 
LAL is exceeded, if it is exceeded at all.  
 
In other words, the LCR does not, and cannot, achieve the public health goals of the Safe 
Drinking Water Act (SDWA)8 without regular delivery of scientifically sound, complete, and 
accurate public education about the nature and prevalence of lead in water, the unpredictability 
of its release, health risks from ingestion, the LCR’s ‘shared responsibility’ regime, and effective 

 
5 See Public Notice and public education requirements for lead action level exceedances, SDWA §1412(c)(1)(D), 
(c)(2)(D), & (c)(5), 42 U.S.C. §300g-3(c)(1)(D), (c)(2)(D), & (c)(5), and Consumer Confidence Report requirements in 
SDWA §1414(c)(4), 42 U.S.C. §300g-3(c)(4). 
6 See, for example, the Campaign for Lead Free Water 2021 blog post “The EPA Lead and Copper Rule is an Optical 
Illusion.” 
7 EPA’s webpage “Basic Information about Lead in Drinking Water” states unequivocally that “EPA's Public 
Notification Rule requires public water systems to alert you if there is a problem with your drinking water” (emphasis 
in original). 
8 According to the SDWA, “A required treatment technique for a contaminant which is listed under paragraph (1) (B) 
shall require treatment necessary in the Administrator’s judgment to prevent known or anticipated adverse effects 
on the health of persons to the extent feasible. For purposes of this paragraph, the term 'feasible' means feasible 
with the use of the best technology, treatment techniques, and other means, which the Administrator finds are 
generally available (taking cost into consideration)” (pp. 1663-1664). 

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/58a8b106e6f2e14f1955ecab/t/6470bceadd3e79269299b0d5/1685109994250/CLFW+EPA-HQ-OW-2022-0260.pdf
https://www.campaignforleadfreewater.org/our-blog/2021/6/22/the-epa-lead-and-copper-rule-lcr-as-optical-illusion
https://www.epa.gov/ground-water-and-drinking-water/basic-information-about-lead-drinking-water#findout
https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/STATUTE-88/pdf/STATUTE-88-Pg1660-2.pdf
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and reliable steps that consumers can take to prevent exposures at all times and in all buildings.9 
In the absence of such disclosures that empower consumers to understand how the LCR works 
and protect themselves effectively and immediately,10 the LCR turns into an instrument of public 
deception, which disables consumers’ ability to take the best available health-protective 
measures and prolongs the risk of exposure, while falsely assuring our communities that their 
tap water is, with rare exceptions, safe.  

 
2. The worrisome connection between deficient public education and the LCR’s integrity more 

broadly  
 
The LCR’s treatment technique approach consists of four components: corrosion control, source 
water treatment, lead service line replacement, and public education.11 To achieve the public 
health goals of the Safe Drinking Water Act (SDWA), each of these components separately must 
introduce an effective layer of consumer protection, and all these components together must 
produce a system of consumer protections that maximizes the LCR’s public health protective 
capacity as a whole. For this to happen, the four components must be based on: 
 

• the best available, peer-reviewed science, as well as  

• robust understanding about how water utilities implement (or don’t) the LCR, how 
oversight agencies enforce (or don’t) the LCR, and how consumers are empowered (or 
not) to make health-protective decisions in relation to lead in water and the LCR.12 

 
If the deficiencies in EPA’s seven recommendations, which we discuss in the analysis that follows 
and summarize in Table 1, carry over to the LCRI’s four (interrelated and interdependent) 
components, then there is reason to be concerned about the LCRI’s overall ability to protect our 
communities from lead in tap water and achieve the public health goals of the Safe Drinking 
Water Act (SDWA) for generations to come.  
 

To be specific – if, for example, EPA overlooks the inherent variability in lead release from 
plumbing (as is the case in EPA’s recommendations to consumers, see point 1 below), proper 
implementation of lead-in-water monitoring and corrosion control treatment is likely to be 
compromised.13 Similarly, if EPA fails to make explicit that reliable identification of lead-bearing 
plumbing on the private side and along the entire length of a service line can require several types 
of interventions14 (as is the case in EPA’s recommendations to consumers, see point 2 below), 

 
9 See Section II, “Public Education for Lead and LSLs,” in Parents for Nontoxic Alternatives 2015 and Section 8, “Public 
Education,” in Coalition Letter 2020. 
10 Such empowerment was envisioned by EPA over 30 years ago. The preamble to the 1991 LCR states that a) the 
agency chose solely a treatment technique approach over a dual MCL/treatment technique approach because it 
believed that the former would be “simpler” for the public – among others – to understand (1991 Lead and Copper 
Rule, 56 Fed. Reg. at 26472) and b) the “public education program included in the final rule can prevent adverse 
health effects by supplying people with information on ways to reduce the amount of lead in the water consumed 
(1991 Lead and Copper Rule, 56 Fed. Reg. at 26500).  
11 These components are triggered, in large part, after a LAL exceedance. 
12 See, for example, the 2016 NRDC report “What's in Your Water? Flint and Beyond” and the 2017 NRDC report 
“Threats on Tap: Widespread Violations Highlight Need for Investment in Water Infrastructure and Protections.” 
13 See, for example, Schock, M. R. and F. G. Lemieux 2010. Challenges in Addressing Variability of Lead in Domestic 
Plumbing. Water Science & Technology—Water Supply 10(5):793-799. 
14 These interventions can include visual examination, water sampling, and excavation (Hensley et al. 2021).  

https://www.epa.gov/sites/default/files/2015-11/documents/ndwaclcrstatementofdissent.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/58a8b106e6f2e14f1955ecab/t/64b323b142ff4f179867a354/1689461681352/Grassroots+Community+Coalition+Comment+on+EPA%27s+Proposed+Revisions+to+Federal+LCR.pdf
https://www.nrdc.org/sites/default/files/whats-in-your-water-flint-beyond-report.pdf
https://www.nrdc.org/sites/default/files/threats-on-tap-water-infrastructure-protections-report.pdf
https://iwaponline.com/ws/article/10/5/793/25106/Challenges-in-addressing-variability-of-lead-in
https://iwaponline.com/ws/article/10/5/793/25106/Challenges-in-addressing-variability-of-lead-in
https://awwa.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/aws2.1226
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successful implementation of full lead service line replacement programs is likely to be 
undermined. Worse, many lead service lines are likely to be left in operation long after water 
utilities declare that the lead service lines in their system have been fully replaced.    

 
We have high hopes that EPA’s proposed LCRI is going to be the long-overdue, public health protective, 
equitable, and just regulation communities across the nation deserve. Toward this goal, we trust that EPA 
will give serious consideration to our request. Thank you. 
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EPA’s Recommendations 
 
 

1. “Have your water tested. Contact your water utility to have your water tested and to learn more 
about the lead levels in your drinking water.” 

 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
This recommendation defies decades of scientific research on a) the inherent variability in 
lead release, and b) the inability of standard water sampling methods to capture reliably 
worst-case lead-in-water levels at any single tap. It is a recommendation that can, in fact, 
prolong – rather than mitigate – exposures to lead in water, by giving water users the 
impression that their water is “safe” when, in reality, it exposes them to low-level, chronic 
and/or high-level, acute lead-in-water concentrations.  
 
EPA has known since at least the 1980s that the release of lead from individual taps tends to 
be highly variable, both before and after corrosion control treatment installation (e.g., Pocock 
1980, cited in 1991 Lead and Copper Rule). This variability was mentioned repeatedly in the 
preamble to the 1991 Lead and Copper Rule (LCR) and was even used as an argument against 
the adoption of a Maximum Contaminant Level (MCL) for lead in water.15  
 
More recently, EPA scientists established that, because of the inherent variability in lead 
release, “most sampling protocols cannot accurately represent Pb exposure” (Triantafyllidou 

 
15 The preamble to the LCR of 1991 states that, “Numerous commenters supported the establishment of a treatment 
technique, stating that the primary source of lead is from home plumbing materials, which are beyond the water 
system's direct control. These commenters argued that water systems can only control the water quality parameters 
that affect the corrosivity of the water and should not be held responsible for lead and copper levels at individual 
taps. They contended that it is infeasible to measure MCLs accurately at taps because corrosion control technology 
does not guarantee specific or predictable tap water lead levels, as is evident by monitoring programs that have 
shown significant variability in tap lead levels within a system and even within a tap over time after installation of 
treatment” (1991 Lead and Copper Rule, 56 Fed. Reg. at 26472, emphasis added). 

This EPA “Concerned About Lead in Your Drinking Water?” infographic 
was not included in the agency’s October 17, 2023 webinar, but it echoes 
the webinar’s messaging. We insert it here to provide a visual example of 
the EPA’s erroneous claim that water testing can establish with certainty if 
one’s water is contaminated with lead.     

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/00039896.1980.10667460
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/00039896.1980.10667460
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0160412020322145
https://www.epa.gov/sites/default/files/2017-08/documents/epa_lead_in_drinking_water_final_8.21.17.pdf
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et al. 2021:12). Indeed, according to Masters et al. 2017,16 in cases of extreme lead-in-water 
variability, one would need to collect over 1,200 samples from a single tap to assess average 
lead-in-water concentrations at this tap to within 20% of the true mean. In practice, this 
means that one, two, or even three water samples at any given tap – which is what most 
standard sampling protocols involve – are likely to miss worst-case lead-in-water levels to 
which people using this tap are exposed. In other words, standard water testing – whether for 
LCR compliance sampling or other purposes – is associated with routine and potentially 
significant underestimations of real-world lead-in-water exposures and is unreliable for 
capturing the true extent of contamination problems at any single tap (Masters et al. 2016, 
Del Toral et al. 2013).   

 
Moreover, consumer inquiries to water utilities about the safety of their water are often 
addressed with information about: 
 

• 90th-percentile values (which usually meet the LCR’s 15 parts per billion LAL), and 

• the water “meeting or exceeding” LCR safety standards. 
 

These responses echo standard language on the EPA website, as well as in annual Consumer 
Confidence Reports (CCRs).17 This language erroneously links LCR compliance to water safety 
and suggests that if lead-in-water contamination problems were detected, consumers would 
be notified. Such assurances do not disclose, however, that lead levels at individual taps can 
reach hundreds and even thousands of parts per billion, even when 90th-percentile values are 
well below the LAL and LCR requirements are met. Conflating the LCR’s LAL with the Rule’s 
Maximum Contaminant Level Goal (MCLG) of zero, EPA and water utilities also often 
insinuate, and sometimes claim, that a single water sample from a single tap showing non-
detect levels of lead, or measuring below 15 parts per billion, confirms the water’s safety at 
this tap.18 Such suggestions are incorrect.  

 
We are concerned that EPA’s testing recommendation – which is amplified by water utilities, 
health departments, government agencies, and media outlets and which does not address 
the potential cost that might be involved19 – perpetuates a grossly simplistic and misleading 

 
16 Masters, S. V. et al. 2017. “Inherent variability in lead and copper collected during standardized sampling” [Power 
Point presentation] (slides available upon request).  
17 See, for example, the Campaign for Lead Free Water 2023 comment on EPA’s proposed “National Primary Drinking 
Water Regulations: Consumer Confidence Report Rule Revisions” [EPA–HQ–OW–2022–0260] and the Campaign for 
Lead Free Water 2021 blog post, “The EPA Lead and Copper Rule is an Optical Illusion.” 
18 In some documents EPA actually acknowledges the problem with this conflation – see, for example, the agency’s 
2016 “Lead and Copper Rule Revisions White Paper,” which states that, “Although public discussion often mistakes 
the action level as having significance in terms of health impacts, EPA has consistently emphasized that the health-
based maximum contaminant level goal (MCLG) for lead in the current LCR is zero and that there is no safe level of 
lead exposure. While the future LCR will maintain treatment technique requirements (e.g., CCT, public education and 
LSLR) to reduce lead exposures, a health-based benchmark for lead in drinking water could help to guide appropriate 
actions to communicate and mitigate risk, particularly at the household level” (p. 11).  
19 Some water utilities offer free annual lead-in-water testing to their customers, but others do not. Additionally, 
customers who want to have their water tested independently are on their own to cover the cost. A survey of three 
independent certified labs in the Washington, DC area revealed that this cost can range from $25-$125 for a 1st-draw 
sample and go up to $200 for a 1st- and 2nd-draw sample. Customers interested in more than two samples would be 
charged over $200.  

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0160412020322145
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10661-016-5182-x
https://www.epa.gov/sites/default/files/2015-10/documents/lead-service-lines-study-20130723.pdf
https://www.epa.gov/ground-water-and-drinking-water/basic-information-about-lead-drinking-water#findout
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/58a8b106e6f2e14f1955ecab/t/6470bceadd3e79269299b0d5/1685109994250/CLFW+EPA-HQ-OW-2022-0260.pdf
https://www.campaignforleadfreewater.org/our-blog/2021/6/22/the-epa-lead-and-copper-rule-lcr-as-optical-illusion
https://www.epa.gov/sites/default/files/2016-10/documents/508_lcr_revisions_white_paper_final_10.26.16.pdf
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characterization of the nature of lead in water. Even worse, it risks steering consumers away 
from health-protective action and leaving them unnecessarily in harm’s way. Indeed, 
qualitative research about property owner decision-making vis-à-vis lead service line 
replacement has revealed that some property owners refuse to consent to private-side 
replacement precisely because a one-time test at one of their home taps showed lead-in-
water levels below 15 parts per billion – a reading which assured them that the water at their 
home did not pose a health risk and, therefore, did not justify a costly remedy (Lambrinidou 
2015).20   
 
 

2. “Learn if you have a lead service line. Contact your water utility or a licensed plumber to 
determine if the pipe that connects your home to the water main (called a service line) is made 
from lead.” 

 
 
Determining one’s service line material is a sound recommendation since lead service lines 
are made of 100% pure lead and “represent the greatest source of lead in drinking water” 
(Hensley et al. 2021). This, however, is an exercise consumers should be encouraged to carry 
out after taking immediate measures to protect themselves from lead-in-water exposures. 
Waiting to confirm the presence of a lead service line before taking such measures – or 
forgoing proper precautions all together when one’s service line is confirmed to not be lead – 
places consumers at risk of prolonged lead-in-water exposures and associated health harm. 
 
Additionally, this recommendation must disclose a) common challenges in obtaining 
complete and reliable information from one’s water utility about one’s service line 
material(s), b) steps one can take to verify one’s water utility claims, and c) the costs 
associated with hiring a licensed plumber to determine the presence or absence of lead-
bearing plumbing materials along the entire length of one’s service line. Specifically, the 
recommendation must spell out that:  
 

• Although there are different definitions of a “lead service line,” lead-bearing 
plumbing materials along the length of a service line can include: 

o lead pipe, 
o galvanized iron or galvanized steel pipe, 
o brass pipe, 
o water meters,  
o compression fittings,  
o goosenecks, pigtails, and connectors (these plumbing components, for 

example, are not included in EPA’s definition of a “lead service line” under 
the Lead and Copper Rule Revisions (LCRR)). 

In other words, even when the pipe that connects a building to a water main is not 
lead, one or more of the above plumbing components may still be present along the 
length of the building’s service line and may still cause significant elevations of lead 
in water.  

 

 
20 Lambrinidou, Y. “Empirical and Legal Evaluation of Public Health Protection Under the Federal LCR” (2015, 
unpublished research, Appendix 3). 

https://awwa.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/aws2.1226
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• One’s water utility may – and, in many cases, is likely to – have incomplete or 
incorrect information about one or more service line materials along the length of 
one’s service line (Kite 2022, DC Water 2023 disclaimer). This is especially the case at 
the present moment, when lead service line inventories are still in the process of 
completion.21 Therefore, consumers must be given information on how to verify 
their water utility claims.    
 

• Reliable identification of lead-bearing plumbing materials along the length of one’s 
service line may necessitate several types of interventions. Specifically, lead that is 
visible inside the home means that there is a lead service line. But the absence of 
lead inside the home does not rule out the possibility of buried lead between the 
water main and the building. Further investigation is necessary to rule out the 
possibility of a lead service line (and/or other lead-bearing plumbing materials). In 
those cases where a simple visual examination of the service line is inconclusive or 
shows no lead, additional investigation may involve extensive water sampling 
(Schock et al. 2021). When such sampling shows no lead, excavation may be 
required to rule out with certainty the presence of a lead service line (and/or other 
lead-bearing plumbing materials) in private space and along the service line’s entire 
length (Hensley et al. 2021, Betanzo & Attal 2022, Michigan Department of 
Environment). 
 
This is an important point, as the majority of public facing instructions for identifying 
a lead service line assume that the material seen inside the home is the same for the 
entire length of the service line. Water system inventories demonstrate that this is 
frequently not the case. EPA and water utility instructions inaccurately imply that 
homes do not have a lead service line if lead is not visible inside the home. Indeed, 
some water utilities seem to rely on customer-conducted visual examinations to 
confirm or rule out the presence of a lead service line in private space or throughout 
the entire length of the line (e.g., Baltimore, MD; Chatham Borough, NJ; Lake 
County, IL; the state of Louisiana; Milwaukee, WI. These few examples likely scratch 
the surface of a much larger set of water utilities and other authoritative bodies – 
such as municipal and state agencies, technical assistance providers, and the media 
– that issue misleading information about how to identify a lead service line). In fact, 
EPA’s website can also give the false impression that customer-conducted visual 
examinations suffice for identifying lead service lines:   

 
21 It is worth noting that even DC Water – the water utility which has conducted among the highest, if not the 
highest, number of (full and partial) lead service line replacements in the nation to meet LCR requirements – still 
does not know with certainty where all the city’s lead service lines are. In July 2023, DC resident, attorney, and 
longtime Advisory Neighborhood Commissioner Mr. Randy Speck testified in front of DC City Council that: 
“Shockingly, after knowing about the lead-in-water problem for 20 years, DC Water still has only the vaguest notion 
of how many LSLs require replacement or where they are located. Its estimates seem to be little more than guesses, 
and they have increased even in the absence of any more reliable data. DC Water’s June 2021 ‘Lead Free DC’ plan 
estimated about 28,000 replacements, but by May 2023 that number increased to 41,000. Still, however, DC Water’s 
latest guess is based on arbitrary assumptions that half of the 14,000 service lines with unknown materials are lead 
and one fifth of the 66,000 previously identified non-lead lines will be discovered to have lead and must be replaced. 
There's no empirical basis for those numbers. These malleable inventory assumptions are a primary driver of DC ’s 
ever escalating cost estimate [for the full replacement of all of the city’s LSLs] …” (Council of the District of Columbia, 
Committee on Transportation & the Environment, Public Hearing, July 6, 2023).  

https://www.npr.org/sections/health-shots/2022/07/20/1112049811/lead-pipe-removal
https://geo.dcwater.com/leadmap/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC8686078/
https://awwa.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/aws2.1226
https://safewaterengineering.com/hottopics/2022/10/3/independent-verification-and-validation-of-the-lead-free-dc-lead-service-line-removal-plan
https://www.michigan.gov/-/media/Project/Websites/egle/Documents/Programs/DWEHD/Community-Water-Supply/Lead-Copper/Minimum-Service-Line-Material-Verification-Requirements.pdf?rev=3218048ad5bf46a89ae213a04088ddc4
https://www.michigan.gov/-/media/Project/Websites/egle/Documents/Programs/DWEHD/Community-Water-Supply/Lead-Copper/Minimum-Service-Line-Material-Verification-Requirements.pdf?rev=3218048ad5bf46a89ae213a04088ddc4
https://www.wbaltv.com/article/finding-lead-pipes-water-baltimore-dpw-map-epa-funding/45807217
https://www.sdlportal.com/towns/nj/morris/chatham/forms/b18dd932-7c10-48df-a9de-3f6cb6edb413
https://www.lakecountyil.gov/4817/How-to-Identify-a-Lead-Service-Pipe
https://www.lakecountyil.gov/4817/How-to-Identify-a-Lead-Service-Pipe
https://ldh.la.gov/assets/oph/Center-EH/engineering/LCR/Lead_Pipe_Identification.pdf
https://city.milwaukee.gov/ImageLibrary/Groups/WaterWorks/Lead-Service-Lines/Testaservicelinetoseeifitismadeoflead.pdf
https://dc.granicus.com/ViewPublisher.php?view_id=29
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• Hiring a licensed plumber to conduct a thorough investigation of one’s service line 

might be costly. Therefore, the approximate cost range for such work must be 
provided and customer inability to pay for such a service must be addressed. 

 

• The presence of a lead service line (and/or other lead-bearing plumbing materials 
across the length of a service line) necessitates its replacement. Because however: 

o in many jurisdictions, lead service lines were forced on property owners by 
law (Troesken 2006, Rabin 2008, McCormick & Uteuova 2022);  

o under the LCR, and with active water utility participation, consumers across 
the US have received misleading information about the health risks 
associated with both intact and partially replaced lead service lines (see 
point 1 above about EPA linking LCR compliance to water safety and 
suggesting that if lead-in-water contamination problems were detected, 
consumers would be notified; see also Brown et al. 2011); and 

o under the LCR, and with active water utility participation, consumers have 
been left unprotected from both low-level, chronic and high-level, acute 
exposures to lead in water (see point 1 above and Brown et al. 2011); 

consumers must be protected against having to pay for remediation of a 
contaminant that was inflicted on them and from which they may have suffered 
irreparable health harm. This includes both out-of-pocket costs and water rate 
increases for lead service line replacement. Thus, water utilities must be required to 
aggressively pursue all possible means of paying for system-wide lead service line 
replacement, including: 

o existing ratepayer funds (i.e., by allocating or reallocating portions of these 
funds to lead service line replacement), 

o federal, state and local funding, and 
o innovative funding and financing programs (e.g., Newark, NJ’s use of port 

fees or Madison, WI’s use of revenue from allowing cell phone antennae on 
its water towers). 

If, after pursuing all such means, a water utility needs additional funds for lead 
service line replacement and decides to resort to water rate increases, it must be 
required under the LCR to submit to state drinking water programs – and make 
public: 

o the funding sources it has pursued,  
o the funding proposals it has submitted, and  

EPA’s “Protect Your Tap: A Quick Check for Lead” Guide 

https://mitpress.mit.edu/9780262701259/the-great-lead-water-pipe-disaster/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2509614/
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2022/sep/22/us-lead-industry-history-water-crisis
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S001393511000160X?via%3Dihub
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S001393511000160X?via%3Dihub
https://www.njspotlightnews.org/video/port-authority-settlement-gives-newark-money-for-lead-service-lines-replacement/
https://www.njspotlightnews.org/video/port-authority-settlement-gives-newark-money-for-lead-service-lines-replacement/
https://tapin.waternow.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/2019/02/WaterNow_Madison_CaseStudy_FINAL.pdf
https://www.epa.gov/ground-water-and-drinking-water/protect-your-tap-quick-check-lead-0
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o the responses it has received.  
In turn, state drinking water programs should have the obligation to review and 
report on whether the water utility has truly exhausted all possible funding options. 
Of course, when funding options are exhausted and rates are raised, rate reforms 
should insulate low-income consumers from affordability challenges (see Water 
Affordability Advocacy Toolkit). 
    
Absence of such financial protection – and of public disclosure about the imperative 
of such protection – will be inherently unfair and will exacerbate environmental 
injustices, as it: 

o will force consumers to pay for the removal of a contaminant they did not 
choose and, in many cases, did not know about, and  

o will compound the longstanding environmental injustice of lead in water, 
both on low-income consumers and on consumers of middle and high 
incomes, most of whom have likely been unwittingly exposed to lead in 
water and suffered associated health harms for many generations (Troesken 
2006, Baehler et al. 2021). 

  
 

3. “Run your water. Before drinking, flush your home’s pipes by running the tap, taking a shower, 
doing laundry, or doing a load of dishes. The amount of time to run the water will depend on 
whether your home has a lead service line or not, and the length of the lead service line. 
Residents should contact their water utility for recommendations about flushing times in their 
community.” 

 
 

This recommendation overlooks the complexities of flushing, as have been established in the 
scientific literature. Although flushing can, indeed, temporarily reduce – or even eliminate – 
lead from water, this outcome is not guaranteed. Research has shown that, under certain 
circumstances, flushing can in fact increase lead-in-water levels.  
 
Additionally, the suggestion that water utilities possess scientifically reliable information 
about appropriate community-wide “flushing times” fails to address the challenge of the 
particularities at the household level of plumbing materials, plumbing arrangements, water-
use practices, water age, water chemistry, and other factors, which can give rise to markedly 
different lead release patterns in different buildings within the same community (and even 
within the same neighborhood or the same street). Such differences would, presumably, 
necessitate tailoring recommended flushing times to each building’s particularities and would 
make community-wide “flushing times” scientifically difficult, if not impossible.  
 
In short, this is not an appropriate recommendation, especially since there are far more 
reliable measures for eliminating lead in water and preventing exposures (e.g., filtration, 
bottled water use, water distillation).    
 
Stagnation of water in lead-bearing plumbing has, indeed, been shown to increase lead 
leaching (Lytle & Schock 2000). Although flushing can temporarily reduce – or even eliminate 
– lead-in-water contamination, it cannot be relied upon to prevent exposures. Indeed, under 
certain circumstances, flushing can: 

https://www.nrdc.org/resources/water-affordability-advocacy-toolkit
https://www.nrdc.org/resources/water-affordability-advocacy-toolkit
https://mitpress.mit.edu/9780262701259/the-great-lead-water-pipe-disaster/
https://mitpress.mit.edu/9780262701259/the-great-lead-water-pipe-disaster/
https://www.mdpi.com/2071-1050/14/1/352
https://iwaponline.com/aqua/article-abstract/49/5/243/30484/Impact-of-stagnation-time-on-metal-dissolution
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• Increase lead release from plumbing (Katner et al. 2018, Del Toral et al. 2013). Del 
Toral and coauthors state that, “Much of the current published and web-based 
flushing guidance inadvertently increases the risk of exposure to elevated lead levels 
by clearing an insufficient amount of water volume. Even fully flushing LSLs may only 
lower lead levels to a limiting, measurable lead level, that relates to the 
plumbosolvency of the water, the flow rate, the length and internal diameter of the 
pipe, and possibly effects of prior disturbances” (Del Toral et al. 2013:9305). 

• Be rapidly followed by a return of the lead levels present in the water prior to the 
flush (Murphy 1993); and 

• Reduce the risk of childhood elevated blood lead levels from water to a smaller 
degree than bottled water consumption (Fertmann et al. 2004, Moralez et al. 
2005:452)22 or fail to reduce this risk all together (Triantafyllidou et al. 2014). Notably, 
Triantafyllidou and Edwards report that, “Even flushed water samples for lead 
poisoned children in the 2009 data from Massachusetts contained as high as 146 
μg/L lead” (2012:1337). 

  
This recommendation is justified only as a last resort for situations where consumers are 
unable to remove lead from water through filtration and other processes and also lack access 
to bottled water. 

 
 

4. “Learn about construction in your neighborhood. Be aware of any construction or maintenance 
work that could disturb your lead service line. Construction may cause more lead to be released 
from a lead service line.”  

 
 
Although science-based, this recommendation is incomplete and inappropriate for health 
protection. Since there are steps one can take to practically eliminate lead from water (e.g., 
filtration, bottled water use, water distillation) at all times and regardless of activity levels in 
one’s neighborhood, asking consumers to monitor construction/maintenance work is a tall 
order with insufficient returns. 
 
Research has shown that physical disturbances of lead service lines are associated with 
higher lead release from these lines (Del Toral et al. 2013). However, the problem of physical 
disturbances is more complex than what this recommendation suggests – namely: 
 

• Construction and plumbing maintenance work constitute only one category of 
activity that can disturb lead-bearing plumbing. It is highly likely that lead-bearing 
plumbing can also be disturbed by other categories of activities, such as nearby 
movement of heavy-weight vehicles, high-traffic roads, earthquakes, and any other 
phenomenon that can vibrate the ground (e.g., a large tree falling); and 

 
22 A study on blood lead levels in Mexican-American children and adolescents in the US concluded that, “… Mexican-
American children with tap water as their principal source of drinking water have higher BLLs than Mexican-
American children drinking bottled water, suggesting that plumbing may be an important source of lead exposure in 
Mexican-American children” (Moralez et al. 2005:452). Similar findings from Hamburg, Germany were reported in 
Fertmann et al. 2004.  

https://www.mdpi.com/1660-4601/15/7/1537/htm
https://www.epa.gov/sites/default/files/2015-10/documents/lead-service-lines-study-20130723.pdf
https://www.epa.gov/sites/default/files/2015-10/documents/lead-service-lines-study-20130723.pdf
https://ehp.niehs.nih.gov/doi/10.1289/ehp.93101240
https://pdf.sciencedirectassets.com/273238/1-s2.0-S1438463900X00442/1-s2.0-S1438463904702850/main.pdf?X-Amz-Security-Token=IQoJb3JpZ2luX2VjEDwaCXVzLWVhc3QtMSJHMEUCIQCdv8DTUJb2lvpLjcY0jKFh9TCTedKQ6n6cFxKiiZz7sQIgYFns0dw81XIjmciwu6fB%2BeZdR7KnmjmbIXBkQX%2BreusqswUIZBAFGgwwNTkwMDM1NDY4NjUiDJ%2Fsrnzy63AYmD%2FB2SqQBZtA1Y41SqOAbFLEvpV%2FoirAYL8HRLF9Z3xXcSfJBWu%2BDslPE%2BQNVDFQYcjHMqLhYQpn6K2YbhJVsuCpZu6aTAtmBPdGDzE%2BkVC5EtbarXralqSDoUSgDzgig7WWQzVopvinU1xg1fgQ8cO%2Fz6rifrwXc%2Fkpr46TGdDKXWvWOAZUH3tbfv1ygQ%2FhhxZGWFQ92xbqItPSI8IyoYNO8Kx%2B9T5rpZKkKPeA6JgygXGH1ZULgRcWacZvn95F3l%2BEYkHvMhAve6pg8iYi5wbOLRCeG3wX7%2BxliugD5Kc9DQ146pcPfDUCp%2FDMwpsz5e2gRSVmibI9dw1lD%2Fcugi2ypPnO4nJI5rp%2BccX2U66RNx%2Bct8fj0Xf6Du2eGEt2gyLRdbHzAfRo2JaCX6g5igTnru2bcUdB2JdS%2BdwY29iGt1z56oDeh0YK9LLWz%2B2V5itsoTKn00NY1%2FtFgcTQAoYovYWYZAh%2BdP1A27gV4ySHDIEnlRHzpBpSnnD8THmvhYEEkqJyTLIKriHtoCfiSrRdgzXQAi14B%2F0Y5lJ5pUH4NQE06A62M%2BUhmjTHTkmoAw0OxADWMlNywdfnmMzYymoOjLrgidiV%2FjXGSdAA4lUIS%2BXtGkbKz9lVn%2Bf%2FgUvVfXAqHD8qb43bhsm2NaRrf9FHCZR2fWkmKrOGbi7lJmWlVSgvlEWNsqo%2FJ4O%2F0GKcPrYEzHXWu9YAFl1t8YTZMM6qaqQNpbfj43EIBJNMEdv4WLhbp3tFOAgG5ygxGqo%2FB%2FGhMPzlHwuKBsBommxPdePX0i3TcMu039%2F88oExV3L%2BBSTvhPiBwJh5LD8JgY%2FbTcm6m8XHmYcz7rHlTBcOX3I1rgKsadiJhGOS21k%2BMnRwhh72ehx0MLbU5akGOrEBpw3W6623AOFUyh6T2x5082YbAX3cVZ4IAWXGNLbye7WckLOrqg7woF1kdzlpu8LGYGoez%2FMSHCp5Jgh6YKS8Wp0igePjJ3BG3j4oU80HqSyygt3NOzErirN%2Fe0Q9yGtHXmLnYMNPA6BkhgrjLRbRVQVsgITC9NDqzQSs%2Bbs1%2FwC7kVKrx%2B6oP%2BwagowW1iMNvrW6hTiCuw%2BITO7Y%2ByeVTlyt6gUoqDRmaJLPb01c%2BM6W&X-Amz-Algorithm=AWS4-HMAC-SHA256&X-Amz-Date=20231025T200659Z&X-Amz-SignedHeaders=host&X-Amz-Expires=300&X-Amz-Credential=ASIAQ3PHCVTYTW2IEU5Z%2F20231025%2Fus-east-1%2Fs3%2Faws4_request&X-Amz-Signature=935af36c50ba21a986b25743ea4c6ec84f60d96a3f18e8d627727c2f25bd3eef&hash=d821f05664bd1ebee4cb48b0f03459d5d02ec3d744e547e6148fc8615dcb0fbe&host=68042c943591013ac2b2430a89b270f6af2c76d8dfd086a07176afe7c76c2c61&pii=S1438463904702850&tid=spdf-1b197a37-24e0-4bb7-ab95-e1fbc6f2dca0&sid=560c49e15cc4784c0a1816974c79cef20a18gxrqa&type=client&ua=0f165c520d0453525a&rr=81bd1549f
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC1497748/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC1497748/
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0048969713008954
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/10643389.2011.556556
https://www.epa.gov/sites/default/files/2015-10/documents/lead-service-lines-study-20130723.pdf
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC1497748/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/15330391/
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• Physical disturbances can result in higher lead release not only from lead service 
lines, but also from lead-bearing premise plumbing (Edwards 2014). As such, they 
pose a risk to all consumers, whether or not they reside in a home (or attend a 
school or work in a building) with a lead service line. 
 

In light of this complexity, asking only consumers in lead service line homes to: 
 

• monitor only construction/maintenance work in their neighborhood (an ask that is 
practically impossible for many), and  

• presumably, take additional precautions when such work is taking place,  
 

constitutes a ‘whack-a-mole’ approach to lead in water, which is inadequately health 
protective. This approach overlooks the entirety of phenomena that can cause physical 
disturbances of lead-bearing plumbing as well as the entirety of buildings that are vulnerable 
to higher lead release from such disturbances.  
 
There is no justification for this recommendation when there are steps consumers in all 
buildings can take at all times to practically eliminate lead from water (e.g., filtration, bottled 
water use, water distillation) regardless of the state of ground vibrations in their 
neighborhoods. 
 
 

5. “Use cold water. Use only cold water for drinking, cooking and making baby formula. Remember, 
boiling water does not remove lead from water.” 

 
This recommendation may protect consumers from the higher lead-in-water levels 
associated with hot water use, but it does not prevent either low-level, chronic or high-level, 
acute exposures to lead in water. Since there are measures consumers can take to practically 
eliminate lead from water (e.g., filtration, bottled water use, water distillation), promoting 
the consumption of unfiltered cold water for anyone, and especially for infants dependent on 
reconstituted formula, steers consumers in a direction that prolongs their risk of exposure 
and leaves them vulnerable to significant health harm.   

 
LCR compliance sampling data from utilities across the country are based on the collection 
and analysis of 1st-draw cold-water samples following a period of stagnation in faucets and 
other plumbing materials close to faucets. These data show that cold water often contains 
both soluble and particulate lead and places consumers at risk of exposure to both low-level, 
chronic and high-level, acute exposures. This is the case even when the 90th-percentile value 
of a water utility’s sampling round falls well below the LCR’s 15 parts per billion LAL. In other 
words, lead in cold water is ubiquitous and affects all homes, whether they have a lead 
service line or not.  
 
Washington, DC is a case in point: 
 

• In 2019, the 90th-percentile value for DC Water’s January-June sampling round was 
2.2 parts per billion lead and for the July-December sampling round, 2.3 parts per 
billion lead. Yet in the January-June sampling round 85% of 1st-draw samples 
contained some amount of lead, and in the July-December sampling round 86% of 

https://pubs.acs.org/doi/epdf/10.1021/es4034952
https://www.campaignforleadfreewater.org/our-blog/2021/6/22/the-epa-lead-and-copper-rule-lcr-as-optical-illusion
https://www.dcwater.com/sites/default/files/documents/LCR_report_Jan-Jun_2019_final_0.pdf
https://www.dcwater.com/sites/default/files/LCR_report_Jul-Dec_2019.pdf
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1st-draw samples contained some amount of lead. The highest lead reading in 
January-June was 33.3 parts per billion and in July-December, 209 parts per billion.  
 

• In 2020, the 90th-percentile value for DC Water’s January-June sampling round was 
1.8 parts per billion lead and for the July-December sampling round, 2.8 parts per 
billion lead. Yet in the January-June sampling round 77% of 1st-draw samples 
contained some amount of lead, and in the July-December sampling round 84% of 
1st-draw samples contained some amount of lead. The highest lead reading in 
January-June was 17.3 parts per billion and in July-December, 37.3 parts per billion. 

 
Given the inherent variability in lead release (see discussion about Recommendation 1 
above), it is reasonable to assume that cold water contamination in Washington, DC (and 
other jurisdictions) is even more prevalent and severe than LCR compliance data suggest (Del 
Toral et al. 2013). Specifically, the taps that measure at zero lead at the time of LCR 
compliance sampling likely dispense both low and high levels of lead at other times. And the 
taps that measure below 15 parts per billion at the time of LCR compliance sampling likely 
dispense high levels of lead at other times. In short, using “only cold water for drinking, 
cooking and making baby formula” (EPA recommendation above) is far from a health 
protective practice (Baum & Shannon 1997).23 Therefore, we believe that EPA’s cold-water 
recommendation is justified only as a last resort for situations where consumers are unable 
to remove lead from water through filtration and/or other processes and lack access to 
bottled water. 
 
Lastly, boiling not only “does not remove lead from water” (EPA recommendation above), it 
tends to concentrate it. According to a peer-reviewed scientific paper on lead poisoning in 
infancy, excessive boiling “increases the lead concentration of tap water, amplifying the risk 
of lead intoxication and exposing the infants to substantial quantities of lead with every 
formula feeding” (Shannon & Graef 1992:89). And yet this information is missing from most 
recommendations for preventing exposures to lead in water as well as from many – perhaps 
even most – boil-water advisories that water utilities issue to protect consumers from 
waterborne pathogens. It is, therefore, imperative that EPA’s messaging is clear: when it 
comes to lead from plumbing, boiling one’s water can be dangerous because it can expose 
consumers to unusually high levels of lead, causing potentially significant health harm.          
  
  

6. “Clean your aerator. Regularly clean your faucet’s screen (also known as an aerator). Sediment, 
debris, and lead particles can collect in your aerator. If lead particles are caught in the aerator, 
lead can get into your water.” 

 
 
This recommendation is scientifically sound and we encourage it, albeit only as a second line 
of defense following filtration. To be implementable, however, it must address the practical 
challenges and potential costs it involves under some (if not many) circumstances. 
Additionally, it must include crucial information about the nature of lead particles and the 

 
23 In their study, Baum and Shannon (1997) analyzed the lead content in 40 samples of reconstituted infant formula 
and found that two measured above 15 parts per billion (i.e., at 17 and 70 parts per billion). According to the 
authors, both of these samples were prepared with cold tap water.  

https://www.dcwater.com/sites/default/files/documents/LCR_report_Jan-Jun_2020_0.pdf
https://www.dcwater.com/sites/default/files/documents/LCR_report_Jul-Dec_2020_final_0.pdf
https://www.epa.gov/sites/default/files/2015-10/documents/lead-service-lines-study-20130723.pdf
https://www.epa.gov/sites/default/files/2015-10/documents/lead-service-lines-study-20130723.pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.3109/15563659709043369
https://publications.aap.org/pediatrics/article-abstract/89/1/87/57344/Lead-Intoxication-in-Infancy?redirectedFrom=fulltext
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.3109/15563659709043369
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gravity of the health risk they pose. This information is necessary for consumers’ appreciation 
of the importance of clean aerators and/or other measures one can take to prevent lead 
particle exposures.  

 
We certainly support the idea of clean aerators. However, this recommendation omits 
crucially important information that consumers need to a) understand the purpose of the 
measure, b) assess its practicality for their specific circumstances, and c) resort to alternatives 
if and when they conclude that this measure is out of their reach. Indeed, cleaning faucet 
aerators can seem like a nuisance in the absence of basic information about what lead 
particles are and what risk they pose to human health. After many years of public education 
delivery under the LCR – through annual CCRs and other public outreach requirements – 
most consumers do not know that: 

 

• lead in water can appear in the form of lead particles (i.e., tiny pieces of pure lead, 
lead solder, leaded brass, and other lead-bearing components) (Triantafyllidou et al. 
2007);  

• the release of such particles is common (McNeill and Edwards 2004); and 

• the ingestion of such particles can expose one to hundreds and thousands of parts 
per billion lead – concentrations which sometimes meet or far exceed “hazardous 
waste” criteria (i.e., >5000 μg/L) (Triantafyllidou et al. 2007, Lambrinidou et al. 
2010).24 
 

Research has shown that food cooked with lead particles can contain lead levels higher than 
the levels in a lead paint chip approximately the size of a penny (Triantafyllidou et al. 2007) 
and that consuming “even a small amount of water containing >5000 μg/L lead would greatly 
exceed the dose from 1900s lead abortion pills” (Edwards 2014:739).  

 

 
 

 
Exposures to such high concentrations of lead have been associated with miscarriage, fetal 
death, infant mortality, and elevated blood lead levels in young children (Triantafyllidou et al. 
2007, Edwards 2014, Troesken 2006).    
 

 
24 For a detailed critique of the annual CCR requirement, see, for example, the Campaign for Lead Free Water 2023 
comment on EPA’s proposed “National Primary Drinking Water Regulations: Consumer Confidence Report Rule 
Revisions” [EPA–HQ–OW–2022–0260]. 

Triantafyllidou et al. 2007:114 

https://awwa.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/j.1551-8833.2007.tb07959.x
https://awwa.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/j.1551-8833.2007.tb07959.x
https://ascelibrary.org/doi/10.1061/%28ASCE%290733-9372%282004%29130%3A2%28136%29
https://awwa.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/j.1551-8833.2007.tb07959.x
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.2190/NS.022010eov
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.2190/NS.022010eov
https://awwa.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/j.1551-8833.2007.tb07959.x
https://pubs.acs.org/doi/epdf/10.1021/es4034952
https://awwa.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/j.1551-8833.2007.tb07959.x
https://awwa.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/j.1551-8833.2007.tb07959.x
https://pubs.acs.org/doi/epdf/10.1021/es4034952
https://mitpress.mit.edu/9780262701259/the-great-lead-water-pipe-disaster/
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/58a8b106e6f2e14f1955ecab/t/6470bceadd3e79269299b0d5/1685109994250/CLFW+EPA-HQ-OW-2022-0260.pdf
https://awwa.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/j.1551-8833.2007.tb07959.x
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At the same time, depending on one’s faucet age, condition, and/or design, aerator removal 
can be entirely impossible25 or can cost money for pliers, masking tape, and other necessary 
materials. Moreover, both the removal and the reassembling can be challenging for many 
consumers without the help of a plumber (which can be financially burdensome or even 
prohibitive). For this reason, any mention of this recommendation must be coupled with 
precise instructions on how to remove an aerator, an acknowledgement of the challenges this 
might involve, and alternative measures for consumers who are unable to carry out the 
measure (e.g., filtration, distillation, use of bottled water). 

 
 

7. “Use your filter properly. If you use a filter, make sure you use a filter certified to remove lead. 
Read the directions to learn how to properly install and use your cartridge and when to replace it. 
Using the cartridge after it has expired can make it less effective at removing lead. Do not run hot 
water through the filter.” 

 
Given that proper filtration in common water chemistries and common lead service line scale 
formations can remove lead effectively and protect consumers from lead-in-water exposures 
immediately, this recommendation must be highlighted and prioritized over all other 
recommendations and must include all the information a consumer needs to make informed 
decisions about health-protective filter use.     

 
Lead in water is ubiquitous, no matter what one-time testing shows (due to the challenge of 
the inherent variability in lead release, see discussion about Recommendation 1 above). This 
is the case even when: 
 

a. one’s water utility meets LCR requirements,26 
b. one’s home (or business, workplace, public building/space) has no lead service line 

(Triantafyllidou et al. 2007, Stanek et al. 2020, Triantafyllidou et al. 2021), 
c. one runs the water before using it (Katner et al. 2018), 
d. one draws only cold water for drinking and cooking,27 
e. one’s neighborhood is free of construction,28 and 
f. one cleans faucet aerators routinely.29  

 
In other words, unless and until EPA revises its definition of “lead free” plumbing to mean 
plumbing that contains no lead, and unless and until all existing lead-bearing plumbing is 
replaced with true lead free plumbing, consumers will continue to be at risk of exposures to 
both low-level, chronic and high-level, acute lead-in-water concentrations.  
 

 
25 Some faucets, like this pulldown kitchen faucet for example, come with built-in aerators that are not removable.   
26 See, for example, the Campaign for Lead Free Water 2021 blog post, “The EPA Lead and Copper Rule is an Optical 
Illusion.” 
27 LCR compliance sampling, which routinely captures lead-in-water contamination in jurisdictions across the US, 
includes only cold-water samples. 
28 It is safe to assume that LCR compliance sampling, which routinely captures lead-in-water contamination in 
jurisdictions across the US, includes homes with no neighborhood construction at the time of sampling. 
29 Soluble lead and many lead particles are small enough to fit through faucet aerators (Triantafyllidou et al. 2007). 

https://www.thespruce.com/removing-a-faucet-aerator-2718836
https://www.doityourself.com/stry/how-to-remove-a-faucet-aerator
https://www.doityourself.com/stry/how-to-reassemble-a-faucet-aerator
https://awwa.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/j.1551-8833.2007.tb07959.x
https://pubs.acs.org/doi/pdf/10.1021/acs.est.0c00479
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0160412020322145
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/30036962/
https://www.epa.gov/sdwa/questions-and-answers-about-final-lead-free-rule
https://assets.moen.com/shared/docs/product-specifications/spc23572sp.pdf
https://www.campaignforleadfreewater.org/our-blog/2021/6/22/the-epa-lead-and-copper-rule-lcr-as-optical-illusion
https://awwa.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/j.1551-8833.2007.tb07959.x
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Given that it will take many decades to rid all of the nation’s water distribution systems of 
lead, EPA must highlight and encourage above all else actions consumers can take 
immediately to protect themselves from exposures.  
 
To our knowledge, filtration is the best available such action in terms of its effectiveness, 
accessibility, environmental sustainability, and cost. It is, in fact, precisely for this reason that 
Washington, DC in 2017 and the state of Michigan in 2023 enacted legislation mandating a 
“Filter First” approach to lead in school water. “Filter First” involves the proactive installation 
of filters at all taps used for drinking and cooking, regardless of how those taps tested in the 
past or would test in the present (due to the challenge of the inherent variability in lead 
release).  
 
Against this backdrop, EPA’s filter recommendation must a) be revised to read as an urgent 
call to all consumers (as well as businesses, workplaces, and public buildings/spaces) for the 
end to unnecessary exposures to lead in water through filtration, and b) highlight information 
that is necessary for informed decision-making about filters, proper filter use, and health-
protective alternatives to such filters. Specifically, this call must include: 
 

• guidance on how to identify a lead-certified filter; 

• a description of all types of point-of-use filters certified to remove lead (i.e., faucet-
mount, refrigerator, pitcher-style, and bottle-fitted activated carbon filters); 

• the most health-protective combination of certifications currently available for 
activated carbon filters (i.e., NSF/ANSI 42 standard for particulate Class I reduction 
and NSF/ANSI 53 standard for soluble and particulate lead reduction, coupled with 
the statement that the filter is certified to reduce lead) (see EPA’s “Consumer Tool for 
Identifying POU Drinking Water Filters Certified to Reduce Lead” and filter 
certifications for Newark, New Jersey in Lytle et al. 2020); 

• general information about the approximate cost (while also addressing customer 
inability to pay), installation procedures, maintenance, and replacement schedule for 
each type of filter; 

• limitations and/or challenges posed by these filters (e.g., the potential difficulty of 
installing faucet-mount filters, the potential for bacterial growth in the filters under 
certain conditions (Wu et al. 2017, Williams 2017), the potential suboptimal 
effectiveness of the filters in waters with uncommon water chemistries and/or 
uncommon lead service line scale formations (Lytle et al. 2020)); 

• solutions to those limitations and/or challenges (e.g., using a pitcher-style filter when 
faucet-mount filters cannot be easily installed, flushing stagnant water out of filters 
every morning (Williams 2017), verifying the effectiveness of filters following 
installation (Lytle et al. 2020), notifying and working with one’s water utility if filters 
fail to remove lead); 

• performance characteristics of faucet-mount versus pitcher-style filters per EPA’s 
Benton Harbor, MI water filter study (Tully et al. 2023; in this study, pitcher-style 
filters that met the NSF/ANSI 53 lead reduction standard (<5 ppb) were more likely to 
have detectable lead in the filter effluent compared to faucet-mount filters); 

• information about devices that can offer additional layers of protection as a 
complement to activated carbon filters (e.g., reverse osmosis filters) or that can be 
used instead of activated carbon filters (e.g., water distillers), and 

https://code.dccouncil.gov/us/dc/council/laws/22-21
https://www.nrdc.org/bio/cyndi-roper/michigan-adopts-filter-first-protections-kids
https://www.epa.gov/water-research/consumer-tool-identifying-pou-drinking-water-filters-certified-reduce-lead
https://www.epa.gov/water-research/consumer-tool-identifying-pou-drinking-water-filters-certified-reduce-lead
https://pubs.acs.org/doi/10.1021/acs.est.0c03797
https://pubs.rsc.org/en/content/articlelanding/2017/ew/c7ew00134g#!divAbstract
https://www.michiganradio.org/environment-science/2017-08-01/study-bacteria-can-grow-in-faucet-water-filters
https://pubs.acs.org/doi/10.1021/acs.est.0c03797
https://www.michiganradio.org/environment-science/2017-08-01/study-bacteria-can-grow-in-faucet-water-filters
https://pubs.acs.org/doi/10.1021/acs.est.0c03797
https://cfpub.epa.gov/si/si_public_record_Report.cfm?Lab=CESER&dirEntryId=357597
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• strong warnings about the limitations of point-of-entry filters, under-sink filters, and 
all other filters certified to remove lead that are not designed for point-of-use 
installation. This is especially important as in many cities – including Flint, MI and 
Washington, DC – residents install such filters thinking that they offer them full 
protection from lead in water, when they do not.  

 
We believe that EPA, as the agency tasked with implementing the Safe Drinking Water Act 
(SDWA) and ensuring tap water is safe for human consumption, has a moral obligation to arm 
consumers with complete and accurate information about the ins and outs of water filtration 
for lead removal. Not doing so condemns even more generations to the health harms of this 
entirely preventable scourge. 

  



 21 

Table 1. Highlights of deficiencies in EPA’s recommendations to consumers for protecting themselves 
from lead in water  
 

  
Overlooks 
and/or 
contradicts 
relevant 
peer-
reviewed 
science 

 
Contains misleading 
and/or incomplete 
information 

 
Places unrealistic, 
unsustainable, and/or 
questionable 
expectations on 
consumers 

 
Perpetuates 
false 
assurances 
of water 
safety and/or 
of consumer 
ability to 
achieve such 
safety 
 

 
Fails to 
disclose 
measures 
known to be 
more 
effective at 
protecting 
consumer 
health 

R
ec

 1
: “

H
av

e 
yo

u
r 

w
at

e
r 

te
st

ed
.”

 

Re the 
inherent 
variability in 
lead release 

Misleads re the 
connection between LCR 
compliance and water 
safety 
 
Stays silent on the 
potential cost of lead-in-
water testing (whether 
this testing is done 
through one’s water utility 
or an independent, 
certified lab)  

Re the cost of testing, if it 
is not covered by one’s 
water utility and/or if one 
wants to test one’s water 
using a sampling protocol 
that is more thorough 
than the sampling 
protocol offered by one’s 
water utility  

  

R
ec

 2
: “

Le
ar

n
 if

 y
o

u
 h

av
e 

a 
le

ad
 s

er
vi

ce
 li

n
e.

” 

Re the 
inadequacy of 
resident-led 
“scratch” or 
“magnet” 
testing for 
identifying all 
lead (and 
galvanized 
iron/steel) 
components 
across the 
entire length 
of a service 
line  

Misleads re the multiple – 
lead-bearing and non-
lead-bearing – materials 
that can make up a 
service line 
 
Misleads re the 
complexities, challenges, 
and costs associated with 
obtaining reliable 
information about the 
plumbing materials along 
the entire length of one’s 
service line 
 
Stays silent on steps 
consumers might want to 
take to verify their water 
utility claims re the 
material of their service 
line 

Re relying on one’s water 
utility for complete and 
accurate information 
about the plumbing 
materials along the entire 
length of one’s service line 
 
Re the cost of hiring a 
licensed plumber  
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Overlooks 
and/or 
contradicts 
relevant 
peer-
reviewed 
science 

 
Contains misleading 
and/or incomplete 
information 

 
Places unrealistic, 
unsustainable, and/or 
questionable 
expectations on 
consumers 

 
Perpetuates 
false 
assurances 
of water 
safety and/or 
of consumer 
ability to 
achieve such 
safety 
 

 
Fails to 
disclose 
measures 
known to be 
more 
effective at 
protecting 
consumer 
health 

R
ec

 3
: “

R
u

n
 y

o
u

r 
w

at
er

.”
 

Re the 
unreliability of 
flushing for 
health-
protective 
purposes 
 
Re the 
scientific 
difficulty – if 
not 
impossibility – 
of establishing 
health-
protective 
community-
wide “flushing 
times.” 

Misleads re the ability of 
flushing to reliably 
reduce/eliminate lead in 
water 

Re flushing taps before 
drinking/cooking 
 
 

  

R
ec

 4
: “

Le
ar

n
 a

b
o

u
t 

co
n

st
ru

cti
o

n
 

in
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o
u

r 
n
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gh

b
o

rh
o

o
d

.”
 

Re premise 
plumbing’s 
ability to 
release higher 
levels of lead 
due to 
physical 
disturbances  

Misleads re lead service 
lines being the only lead-
bearing plumbing 
component that can 
release higher levels of 
lead due to physical 
disturbances 
 
[Likely misleads re 
construction/maintenance 
work being the only factor 
that can cause physical 
disturbances of lead-
bearing plumbing]  

Re monitoring 
construction/maintenance 
work in one’s 
neighborhood 

  

R
ec

 5
: “

U
se

 c
o

ld
 

w
at

er
.”

 

Re lead 
contamination 
in cold water 
 
Re the health 
risks of boiling 
lead-
contaminated 
water 

Re the safety of unfiltered 
cold water 
 
Re the safety of unfiltered 
and boiled water 

Re avoiding hot water to 
mix infant formula and/or 
make meals/drinks, when 
one relies on this practice 
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Overlooks 
and/or 
contradicts 
relevant 
peer-
reviewed 
science 

 
Contains misleading 
and/or incomplete 
information 

 
Places unrealistic, 
unsustainable, and/or 
questionable 
expectations on 
consumers 

 
Perpetuates 
false 
assurances 
of water 
safety and/or 
of consumer 
ability to 
achieve such 
safety 
 

 
Fails to 
disclose 
measures 
known to be 
more 
effective at 
protecting 
consumer 
health 

R
ec

 6
: “

C
le

an
 y

o
u

r 

ae
ra

to
r.”

 

 Stays silent on the nature 
and health risks of lead 
particles 
 
Stays silent on the 
potential cost involved  

Re the ease and potential 
cost of aerator cleaning 

  

R
ec

 7
: “

U
se

 y
o

u
r 

fi
lt

er
 p

ro
p

er
ly

.”
  Fails to highlight the 

benefits of lead-removing 
filters – in buildings with 
and without lead service 
lines – over and above 
less effective measures 
 
Fails to mention 
important information 
about lead-removing filter 
options, effectiveness, 
cost, 
limitations/challenges, 
solutions 

Fails to provide 
information necessary for 
informed decision-making 
about lead-removing 
filters and proper filter 
installation, operation, 
and maintenance 
 
Fails to provide 
information about health-
protective alternatives to 
lead-removing filters and 
their cost 

 

 

 
This table highlights limitations in the seven EPA recommendations to consumers who are “concerned about lead in their drinking 
water.” Two recommendations (Rec 1 and Rec 5, marked in red) contradict current scientific understanding about the nature of 
lead release from plumbing and encourage the adoption of measures likely to prolong consumer exposures to lead in water. One 
recommendation (Rec 3, marked in red) can, in fact, increase lead-in-water levels, placing consumers at higher risk of exposure. 
Three recommendations (Rec 2, Rec 4, and Rec 6) promote measures that are neither always easy to execute, nor as health 
protective as other available measures (e.g., filtration, bottled water use, water distillation). And the one recommendation (Rec 7) 
that is generally effective at preventing lead-in-water exposures fails to reinforce the advantages – in terms of accessibility, 
effectiveness, environmental sustainability, and cost – of the measure it promotes. Lastly, none of the recommendations: a) 
disclose that lead in water is ubiquitous in buildings with and without a lead service line and, therefore, should concern every 
consumer, or b) discuss who must bear the cost of measures that involve (or may involve) the purchasing of materials and/or the 
hiring of professional services. All these deficiencies raise serious environmental justice and equity concerns. 

  

https://www.epa.gov/ground-water-and-drinking-water/basic-information-about-lead-drinking-water#reducehome
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Appendix 1. Recommendations presented at EPA’s October 17, 2023 webinar, “Engaging in EPA’s 
Upcoming Proposed LCRI Drinking Water Regulatory Process” 
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Appendix 2. For over 30 years EPA, as well as water utilities and other authoritative bodies (e.g., municipal 
and state agencies), have been delivering deficient recommendations to consumers for protecting 
themselves from lead in water. Below are four illustrations from the Washington Post, although similar 
recommendations appear in newspapers from other cities.30 Illustration 1 shows how, at times, erroneous 
governmental assumptions about the contribution of lead-contaminated water to blood lead levels in 
children have delayed the protection of children with elevated blood lead levels from ongoing ingestion of 
contaminated water, even when this water is the children’s sole source of exposure to lead. 
 
 

Illustration 1. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  

 
30 For example, a) Anonymous. 1989. Toxic Hazards Can Make Your Home Dangerous. Chicago Sun-Times (July 7), b) 
Delgado, D. 1988. OUC Running Random Tests on Lead Content in Water. Orlando Sentinel (May 12), c) Lore, D. 1988. 
Water Customers Cautioned About Dangers of Lead Pipes. Columbus Dispatch (February 28). 



 26 

Illustration 2.  
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Illustration 3. 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
Illustration 4.  
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Appendix 3. We provide relevant slides from a 2013 Power Point presentation to the Public Health Law 
Research program of the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation as well as an outline of preliminary results 
submitted in 2015 to the National Drinking Water Advisory Council (NDWAC) Lead and Copper Rule (LCR) 
work group. These documents report on the findings of qualitative research in Washington, DC and 
Providence, RI, which revealed that some property owners refused to consent to private-side lead service 
line replacement because a one-time test at one of their home taps showed lead-in-water levels below 15 
parts per billion – a reading which assured them that the water at their home did not pose a health risk 
and, therefore, did not justify a costly remedy. 



Homeowner Decision-Making
About LSLR Under the LCR

Yanna Lambrinidou, PhD
Parents for Nontoxic Alternatives
Washington, DC

Ralph Scott, BA
Parents for Nontoxic Alternatives
Washington, DC



Washington, DC Providence, RI Total
Full LSLR 18 1 19
Partial LSLR 13 7 20
Total 31 8 39

Washington, DC Providence, RI Total
White/Caucasian 17 6 23
Black/African 
American

10 10

Hispanic/Latino 2 2 4
Other 2 2
Total 31 8 39

Demographics

Type of LSLR 

Homeowner Interviews 



Result 1: Why do most homeowners decline full LSLR 
despite their water utility’s LAL exceedance?

My water 
has lead

The lead 
comes 

from my 
LSL

My utility 
will 

replace 
only part 

of my 
LSL

I don’t 
want lead 

in my 
water

I will 
replace 

the 
remaining 
part of my 

LSL

Preliminary Results



My water 
has lead

The lead 
comes 

from my 
LSL

My utility 
will 

replace 
only part 

of my 
LSL

I don’t 
want lead 

in my 
water

I will 
replace 

the 
remaining 
part of my 

LSL

• 50% - no pre-test
• 15% - no results
• 15% - results <LAL

Is there a lead-in-
water problem at my 
particular house?

Recalled estimate range: $1,000-$7,000
If the utility were to cover the cost:

• 80% - would agree to a full replacement
• 20% - would agree to a full replacement if it 

were advisable for preventing known (rather 
than speculative) health harm

Given the cost, I must 
weigh all relevant 
factors in my decision.

Cost concern across 
income levels



COST

PERCEPTION OF LOW RISK
• Reliance on alternative protective methods 

(e.g., filters, flushing, bottled water)

NO SIGNIFICANT LEAD 
PROBLEM TO BEGIN WITH
• Water test results in the past 

showed low lead levels
• Water test results after the partial 

replacement showed low lead 
levels

NO VULNERABLE 
POPULATIONS TO PROTECT
• No children in the house

RISK OF PROPERTY DAMAGE
• Disruption and potential damage to property 

is unnecessary and might be costly



Result 2a: Why do higher-income homeowners 
choose a partial LSLR? 
Partial LSLR with
annual income > $100,000 N = 7

PRELIMINARY EMERGING THEMES
Common motivations for partial LSLR:
• Cost of full LSLR
• Avoidance of potential physical disruption
• No children in the house
• Perception of low risk

• Water tests <LAL
• Not drinking unfiltered water
• Short length (and threat) of remaining LSL
• Belief that any spikes would be short-lived



2.6.15 
 
 
Empirical and Legal Evaluation of Public Health Protection Under the Federal LCR 
Public Health Law Research Program, Robert Wood Johnson Foundation 
 
Qualitative Research 
 
Yanna Lambrinidou, PhD 
 
 
Preliminary findings (please do not quote or circulate without permission): 
 
→ Homeowners in all income brackets mentioned cost as the main impediment to 

replacing the private portion of their LSL: 
→ 80% would opt for full LSLR if the cost were covered 
→ Remaining 20% would opt for full LSLR if the cost were covered and a 

full LSLR was known to be definitively better than a partial LSLR 
→ Common factors that reinforced homeowner decision to opt out of full LSLR: 

→ Belief that the water in one’s specific home was safe (based on test results 
<15 ppb) 

→ No children in the house 
→ Fear of costly damage to one’s property 
→ Perception of low-risk due to use of other precautionary measures (e.g., 

filters, bottled water, etc.) 
→ Homeowners who had a partial LSL replacement characterized their utility’s 

informational materials about LSL replacement as: 
→ Focusing on the logistics of the construction 
→ Lacking consumer-friendly information and/or helpful facts about the pros 

and cons of full versus partial replacement (50% said that clear messaging 
about the short- and long-term health risks of partials would have 
convinced them to opt for a full replacement or, at least, to take the option 
more seriously) 

→ Homeowners who opted for full LSLR (all in highest income bracket), did so for 
reasons that were largely independent from utility messaging: 

→ Discounted rate 
→ Health protection due to general awareness about lead’s toxicity 
→ Resale value of home 
→ Getting rid of entire lead source once and for all, and replacing aging pipes 

proactively 
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