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LEAD AND COPPER RULE KEY POINTS 

 

Lead in Drinking Water Cost-Benefit Analysis: EPA in the Past Failed to Monetize Most Benefits 

• EPA’s 2021 Lead and Copper Rule Revisions (LCRR) failed to monetize numerous health 

impacts that EPA’s Integrated Science Assessment1 found are causally related to lead exposure. A 

peer reviewed journal article published by former EPA staff scientists now at Harvard found EPA 

failed to monetize well over 90% of the benefits of the LCRR.2   

• Non-monetized health benefits included: cardiovascular disease/death, coronary heart disease, 

lung cancer, asthma, hypertension, preterm birth, male reproductive impairment, short-term 

damages to cognitive function, ADHD, depression, dementia, and auditory impairment.  

• Additionally, there are enormous non-monetized benefits from corrosion control including 

reduced corrosion of water system pipes, household pipes, fixtures and water heaters, etc.    

• Lead service line replacement is a one-time cost outweighed by benefits by over 14-fold.3  

 

Chicago lead in water issues 

• Chicago has more lead service lines (LSLs) than any city (over 400,000), but the current timeline 

for replacement of 50+ years will mean more generations of lead poisoned kids.4 Chicago has 

inflated LSL replacement costs largely due to one-off costs and many self-inflicted inefficiencies 

and impediments.5 

• If low-income families and landlords are required to pay for LSL replacement, they cannot/will 

not have their LSLs replaced, exacerbating environmental injustices. 

 

Newark lead in drinking water experience 

• Lead in school and household drinking water plagued Newark for years. School teachers and 

parents demanded action due to concerns about the impacts on school children’s ability to learn. 

• After denying it had a lead in water problem for years, the city faced extensive pressure from 

Newark residents, litigation, and press scrutiny. Newark finally admitted it had a problem after 

EPA ordered it to distribute bottled water.6  

• When the city finally agreed to replace LSLs, it did so quickly, replacing 23,000 in less than 3 

years and creating many new local jobs.7  

• Initially the city charged individual homeowners/landlords ~$1000 to replace LSLs, so very few 

did.8 When the city decided to fully fund replacements and to allow any adult resident in the 

building to approve replacement, the job went quickly. 

 

Washington DC lead in drinking water experience  

• DC had a severe lead in water contamination problem first observed in 2001 but downplayed and 

covered up by the local water utility until 2004, when the problem was uncovered by the 

Washington Post.9 Twenty years later, the city still has not replaced the vast majority of its LSLs. 

• DC charged customers for LSL replacement, resulting in: a) a very low rate of full LSL 

replacement (in 2003-2006, when the city was still trying to resolve its contamination crisis, only 

18% of the utility’s 10,000+ replacements were full); and b) what a published peer-reviewed 

journal article found caused, in 2009-2018, a disproportionate impact on lower-income parts of 

the city with predominantly African-American residents.10 

• DC’s and other utilities’ misleading public education that downplays the presence and impacts of 

lead in water undermines customer support for out-of-pocket payment of private-side LSL 

replacement (and, in some cases, for LSL replacement altogether), despite the fact that many 

customers continue to draw their drinking water from dangerous partially replaced LSLs. 
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Inflated AWWA/industry cost estimates for LCR/LSLR 

• Water utilities and industry groups including the American Water Works Association (AWWA) 

have recently inflated the predicted costs of LSL replacement. For example, EPA and AWWA 

said average planned LSL replacement costs were about $5,000-$6000 in 2020,11 and Safe Water 

Engineering, LLC documented similar actual costs through surveys of water utilities.12  

• But when EPA began to seriously consider requiring universal LSL replacement, AWWA’s 

estimated costs skyrocketed, with exaggerated cost estimates.  

• A study evaluating the Washington DC water utility LSLR plan by Safe Water Engineering found 

that opportunities to reduce costs in all aspects of the program that could save up to $200 million 

while replacing an additional 14,000 potential LSLs.13 

• Recently published research demonstrates that the benefits are greater the sooner LSLs are 

replaced, even if replacement costs are increased due to reduced planning time.14 

 

Key improvements needed to LCR 

• All LSLs must be replaced at utility expense within 10 years, as has repeatedly been called for by 

President Biden and Vice President Harris.  

• Even AWWA supports full replacement of all LSLs,15 as do many utilities, states, community 

groups, scientists and health and environmental organizations. 

• A Maximum Contaminant Level (MCL) would cap the allowable level of lead in tap water.  

o If EPA decides an MCL is infeasible, many homes will have lead >> EPA Action Level.  

o Complete LSL replacement is required under the Safe Drinking Water Act if EPA 

doesn’t adopt a Maximum Contaminant Level. 

• Monitoring requirements must be strengthened to capture both first draw and fifth draw (levels in 

the LSLs), as currently required in Michigan. 

• The action level for lead must be reduced to 5 ppb. 

• Schools and childcares must be protected with rigorous testing, so parents and teachers aren’t 

misled about lead levels. Incentives should be included to get water systems to help schools and 

childcares install lead filters, which are more cost effective than replacement of lead plumbing, in 

part because new plumbing still contains lead. 

 

Affordability: already a problem but cannot be used as an excuse for weak, unprotective rules 

• Everyone has a right to safe, affordable drinking water. Low-income consumers are not asking for 

weak rules so that they can be provided more lead-contaminated water; they want health-

protective rules but also meaningful water affordability programs.  

• LSL replacement is not the biggest driver for utility expenditures: the total need for drinking 

water infrastructure in next 20 years is from $625 billion (EPA estimate16) to more than $1 trillion 

(AWWA estimate17). Some estimates are in the multiple trillions (US Water Alliance estimate.)18 

• There are numerous ways to address water affordability, many of which EPA identified in its 

February 2023 Clean Water Act Financial Capability Assessment Guidance, and many that have 

been submitted to EPA and OMB in a recent letter on the LCR from many low-income advocacy, 

environmental justice, Tribal, environmental and other groups.19 For example, water rates can be 

structured to help low-income consumers and low-income water assistance programs can help.  

• Michigan is paving the way, requiring utilities to pay for LSL replacement and developing utility 

industry-supported legislation to address water affordability issues broadly. 
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