
	  

	   	  What is lead? 
Lead is a heavy, bluish-gray metal that occurs naturally in the Earth's crust. Lead was used regularly in 
a number of industries including paint, piping solder and, until the 1980’s, in gasoline.  Most of these 
sources are now banned but the used building products still remain in older buildings. The EPA and CDC 
report that lead paint (and the contaminated dust and soil it generates) is the leading source of lead 
exposure for children.   
 

Why is lead a health concern? 
Lead is a toxic material that is known to be harmful to humans if ingested or inhaled. Lead serves no 
useful purpose in the human body, there is no safe level of exposure. Lead can cause damage to the 
brain, kidneys, nervous system and red blood cells.  Children, infants, pregnant women and their 
unborn children are especially vulnerable to the harmful effects of lead. Lead has been associated 
with impaired mental and physical development in children. Even low levels of lead in a child’s body 
can slow a child’s development and cause learning and behavior problems. While there is no means 
for totally eliminating all lead exposure because lead is ubiquitous in the environment, children’s 
lead exposures are being successfully reduced to a very low level where there is a miniscule risk of 
harm. 
 

Why is lead a special concern for children? 
Children are more vulnerable to the effects of lead exposure.  Growing children will also absorb the 
lead that they consume more rapidly than adults. In addition, children at play may come into contact 
with more sources of lead, such as dirt and dust, than adults.   Children can be exposed to lead from 
a number of sources, including lead-based paints in housing built prior to 1978, lead-contaminated 
dust and soil and drinking water.  While lead in drinking water must be addressed, it typically is not 
the primary source of exposure to lead for children.  
 

Where does the drinking water come from? 
Boston gets its drinking water through the Massachusetts Water Resources Authority (MWRA) from the 
Quabbin Reservoir in Western Massachusetts. The water delivered to the City of Boston is safe and lead 
free. Lead contamination is rarely found in sources of water such as rivers, wells and reservoirs. It’s 
almost never present in water leaving a treatment plant or traveling through water mains.  
 

Who manages Boston’s water supply? 
The Boston Water and Sewer Commission (BWSC) maintains the distribution of the drinking water 
through its water mains in the middle of the street. However, the building or dwelling may have an old 
lead service line which connects through the foundation from the water meter to the Boston water 
main. The replacement of this service line is the responsibility of the property owner. You can find out 
if you have a lead service line by searching on your address. Boston Water and Sewer Commission has 
a Lead Service Line Replacement Incentive Program for Property Owners. In addition Boston Public 
Schools in 1988, surveyed all schools for lead drinking water and had them removed and replaced with 
lead-free piping. We recommend that you flush your water that is sitting in the pipes overnight by 
turning on the faucet in the kitchen in the morning and letting it run cold for 15 to 30 seconds. You 
may also flush your toilet or turn on the shower, this will also help flush stagnant water from your 
system. Never use hot tap water for food preparation or for making baby formula. Boston Water and 
Sewer Commission also flushes water mains to improve drinking water quality for residences and 
businesses and notifies its customers. 
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Where does lead in drinking water come from? 
Lead may leach into a building’s tap water through corrosion of its plumbing materials (e.g., lead-
based service lines, solder connecting copper pipes, and leaded brass alloy fixtures). The complex 
interaction of many chemical, physical, and biological factors influence if corrosion happens and 
how fast or slowly lead is released into the water.  Some these factors include, but are not limited 
to, how acidic or alkaline the water is; the age and condition of plumbing; and the amount of time 
water is in contact with plumbing.  In public buildings, water often stagnates in pipes overnight, 
during weekends, and extended holidays. These patterns can contribute to elevated lead levels in 
drinking water if the plumbing includes lead-containing components. Therefore, facility staff should 
investigate all plumbing components thoroughly to determine each building’s risk of lead entering its 
drinking water. This is an important step in understanding how lead could enter a facility’s drinking 
water and the efforts required to reduce children’s overall exposure to lead. Tap water used in 
school buildings having lead service lines, solder, or leaded alloy fixtures must be periodically 
tested. 
 

Is my school’s drinking water safe? 
Yes, our schools’ water is safe. Boston Public Schools with Boston Water and Sewer Commission has 
been periodically testing school drinking water for lead for many years as required by the EPA’s Lead 
and Copper Rule. All drinking water in the nation must meet the EPA’s Lead and Copper Rule of 15 
parts per billion (ppb). Of the 536 water samples BPS recently tested in April 2016, only 8 showed 
lead levels above the 15 ppb mark. In other words, 98% of the water outlets tested did not have any 
lead problems. 
 
The Boston Public School System recently retested drinking water in all of its schools on the public 
water supply system and found some samples with slightly elevated lead due to the old pipes in its 
system with lead solder. Risk of a child getting an elevated blood lead level from this water is low and 
children are at greater risk for elevated blood lead levels through exposure from the inhalation and 
ingestion of lead-based paint dust and paint chips in their homes and lead contaminated soil in their 
yards.  
 
While BPS sampled and is evaluating the schools’ water, BPS will provide bottled water for all 
students and staff. Once BPS found high lead levels at eight water fountains, BPS shut off the 
fountains to make sure no one used those fountains until BPS had fixed the lead problems. 
 
How can I learn more? 
You can see a copy of all of our water testing results at the school district’s central office, which is 
open Monday to Friday from (8:00 am to 4:00 pm). For more information about water quality in our 
schools, please contact(Bob Harrington) at (Boston Public Schools at 617-635-8300 or 
jlane@bostonpublicschools.org). For information about water quality and sampling for lead at home, 
contact your local water supplier or state drinking water agency. 
  
If you have any concerns about your child’s health you should contact your healthcare provider and 
to ask if your child should get a blood test to determine their lead level.  
 


