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High lead levels found in water at hundreds
of schools
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A water cooler in a classroom at the Mary Curley K-8 school in Jamaica Plain.
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Water testing at more than 1,000 Massachusetts schools found that a majority had at least one
sample showing lead levels above regulatory limits, and in a few cases results rivaled or exceeded

levels measured during the crisis in Flint, Mich.

In many of the worst instances, school officials said that the source of the water had not been used for
years. They have taken steps to address cases of high lead levels and have notified parents of the

results.

But the findings. taken in tests over the past year,

nonetheless alarmed school officials and public policy

specialists.
“We were surprised by the amount of schools and the e ‘
amount of tests coming back with positive lead readings,” Get food you love delivered.

said Deirdre Cummings, legislative director for the

Massachusetts Public Interest Research Group, which

recently gave the state a “D” letter grade for its efforts to

prevent lead from entering the water at schools and day-care centers.

Get Fast Forward in your inbox:

Forget yesterday's news. Get what you need today in this
early-morning email.

Of the 1,037 Massachusetts schools tested during the past year, 605 schools had at least one sample
test above the state’s regulatory limit. A total of 995 schools had at least one sample with some
amount of lead detected.
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Why some water samples
from schools show very
high lead levels

Alarmingly high levels of lead were found in a
small number of samples of water drawn from
drinking fountains inside Massachusetts

schools.

Table: Mass. schools that failed,
passed tests for lead, copper in water

Chart: The highest lead levels found
at Mass. schools

Advocates and experts contend that no amount of lead in water is safe. Even low concentrations can

be harmful, particularly for children and the fetuses of pregnant women.

The tests also found high levels of copper — another potentially harmful material — at 265 schools.

The state launched a testing program, funded with about
$2.75 million, last spring in the wake of concerns generated
by the crisis in Flint, which was rocked by very high lead

levels in its municipal drinking water.

The program, which was overseen by the Massachusetts
Department of Environmental Protection and tested mostly
public schools, intensified last fall around the start of the
school year. The final batch of results came back in recent

days.

The program was voluntary so the results do not represent all of the state’s schools. There are more
than 1,850 public schools and about 80 charter schools, along with hundreds of private schools

statewide.
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One key district missing from the statewide results is Boston Public Schools, which consists of about

130 schools. It began its own testing before the state program launched, and that sampling released

last spring and summer turned up elevated lead levels in a number of school buildings.

In all, state officials released results of 64,849 samples from the 1,037 schools around the state. The

samples came from multiple fixtures in an individual school.

About 51 percent of the total samples showed no detectable levels of lead, according to a Globe review

of the results.

The rest revealed some signs of lead, including about 7.6 percent, or 4,955 samples, that measured
above the state’s limit for the mineral in school water of 15 parts per billion, or ppb. Among those
with particularly high results, 784 samples were above 100 ppb, with 109 samples exceeding 1,000

ppb.

The worst sample came from a bubbler at the Hancock K-5 Elementary School in Brockton, which

had a lead concentration significantly above the highest levels measured during the crisis in Flint.

But in that case — and for some of the other instances in which extremely high lead levels were found
— the readings came from fountains that were believed to have not been used for years, according to

officials from those school districts.

The longer water sits in lead-bearing pipes, the more lead can leach into it. Testing of such water can

produce unusually high results.

Steps have been taken in many schools to address elevated lead levels, including shutting off drinking
fountains or taps, flushing pipes, installing signs at certain fixtures instructing people they can wash
their hands but should not drink the water, and making long-term plumbing repairs, officials have

said.
Results varied, in some cases significantly, from one building to the next.

For the Page Hilltop Elementary School in Ayer, about 69 percent of samples came back with lead

levels abovethe regulatory standard of 15 ppb, the highest such percentage of any school in the state.

After getting those results, officials at the school moved to shut down some fixtures and set up plans
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to routinely flush others, according to the district’s superintendent, Mary Elizabeth Malone. The
district also notified families about the results and about efforts to address the problem, she said.

Officials plan to hold a community meeting this month.

Malone said officials are looking into long-term solutions, including replacing fixtures and installing
water-bottle filling stations.

The elementary school building is old, she said, and some drinking fountains that tested high are not

used frequently, but officials were still very concerned.

“We don’t take this lightly and we took the interim measures recommended by [state environmental

officials] immediately and were working on long-term solutions,” she said.

Cummings applauded the state and school leaders for conducting the testing but said the results

sound an alarm about how much more work on prevention is needed.

“For a state that prides itself on providing the top-tier education and schools, | would have thought
we would have solved the issue of lead in drinking water,” she said.

Advocates and experts point out that today’s government standards regulating lead levels in water
were set by environmental regulators in the early 1990s based on what was feasible to achieve at the

time instead of what was needed to keep people healthy.

“Any tap that dispenses any lead, even in amounts below 15 parts per billion, is a tap that puts
children at risk,” said Yanna Lambrinidou, an affiliate faculty member in the science and technology

in society program at Virginia Tech who has closely researched the topic of lead in schools.

A state bill, filed by legislators in January and backed by MassPIRG, would create new rules
strengthening lead prevention efforts at Massachusetts schools and day care centers, including
lowering the allowable limit for water at those facilities to 1 ppb, which the American Academy of

Pediatrics and others have recommended as the new standard.

The bill calls for annual testing and immediately shutting off school fixtures that measure above 1
ppb. Schools could install special filters to remove lead at such fixtures, replace lead-bearing
plumbing, or keep the fixtures off permanently as long the school had other ways of providing access

to free, safe water for students.
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The bill would represent a “significant step forward,” said Cummings. “It protects the most vulnerable

population.”

Officials from the state Department of Environmental Protection said they were analyzing the results
and preparing to issue a report on the findings that will include recommendations for next steps.

They did not comment further.
The state program also tested water for copper at the 1,037 schools.

Drinking water with high levels of copper can cause nausea, vomiting, stomach cramps, diarrhea,

and, in severe cases, liver and kidney damage and even death, according to the Centers for Disease

Control and Prevention.

Of the 605 schools with high lead levels, 235 of them also had at least one sample of copper levels

above regulatory limits.

Another 30 schools had at least one sample of copper above regulatory limits, though their lead levels

were below regulatory limits.

To improve the thoroughness of testing, the program called for drawing two samples from each
fixture: one to capture water first thing in the morning after it had sat stagnant overnight; and a
second to capture water after the fixture had been run, or flushed, for about 30 seconds.

Lambrinidou, the Virginia Tech researcher, said testing results should be used with caution.

Lead levels at a single tap can vary significantly from one draw to the next, depending on a host of
factors including how long the water had been sitting since it was last used and if tiny lead particles

happened to break free from the plumbing.

“The testing can be helpful in giving us a very general idea of how extensive and severe the problem
is,” she said. “But the testing is inappropriate in making determinations of which taps are safe and

which require remediation.”

She said the best short-term solution for schools would be to install lead-certified filters at taps used

for drinking or food preparation, or to switch to bottled water temporarily.
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The long-term fix, she said, would be to replace lead-bearing plumbing with pipes and fixtures that

contain no lead.

Related
= Why some water samples from schools show very high lead levels
= Table: Mass. schools that failed, passed tests for lead, copper in water

= Chart: The highest lead levels found at Mass. schools

Matt Rocheleau can be reached at matthew.rocheleau@globe.com. Follow him on Twitter @mrochele.
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In Michelle Carter’s hometown, opinions vary on justice of her sentence

Residents who spoke to the Globe were split on whether Carter, now 20, received an appropriate
sentence for urging Conrad Roy 111 to kill himself. MORE...

Teamster in Top Chef trial could get jail time for posting on Facebook during
trial

Daniel Redmond, one of four Teamsters on trial, posted an article on the Facebook page, “Support
the Teamster 4,” violating a court order to not speak publicly about the case. MORE...

=== \/A Secretary ousts third official at troubled N.H. hospital

VA Secretary David Shulkin said he was responding to allegations of dangerously substandard care
made by medical staff in a Boston Globe report last month. MORE...

In a Malden classroom, a lesson on immigration

Many economists say drastically cutting immigration hurts the economy for everyone. MORE...

Thousands of cyclists take off in first day of the 38th Pan-Mass Challenge

More than 5,300 cyclists took off Saturday morning in the 2017 Pan-Mass Challenge, raising money
for patient care and cancer research. MORE...

TD Garden to pay $1.65m after teen sleuths claimed it owed $13m

A group of teenagers discovered the venue had failed to live up to its obligations to hold three fund-
m«” P < t’ raisers a year to benefit the Department of Conservation and Recreation. MORE...

Police disperse hundreds of youths in the North End

State Police spokesman David Procopio said Boston police requested Massachusetts State Police assistance with
dispersing between 500 and 1,000 youths. MORE...

He thought he was dying, but highway chief paved his own road to salvation
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Tom Tinlin needed a lot of things to go his way when a blood vessel in his brain burst in April.

Fittingly, one of them was traffic. MORE...

Mother of Conrad Roy 111 seeks $4.2m in wrongful death suit against Michelle
Carter

Lynn Roy says she is seeking damages “caused by the defendant’s negligence and wanton and

reckless conduct.” MORE...

In the Michelle Carter case, the eyes have it

Judge Lawrence Moniz took great pains to explain that his job was to find that delicate balance

between rehabilitation and punishment. MORE...

State agrees with Trump administration to delay long-awaited water pollution
rules

A landmark plan to curb pollution in lakes, rivers, and streams throughout Massachusetts has been

delayed for at least another year. MORE...

PEE Lawbreakers or just really lucky? Mass. has more repeat lottery winners than
& any other state

Joo,

oversight of the $5 billion state lottery. MORE...

Some people redeem so many winning tickets that they raise questions about the integrity and

‘When are you doing it?” Read the Carter case texts

Text messages released in the case show Michelle Carter becoming increasingly aggressive in

pressuring Conrad Roy 111 to commit suicide. MORE...

Mass. health insurers uneasy over Trump’s threat to cut subsidies

State insurers are at risk of losing $132 million in government subsidies next year if President

Trump makes good on his promise to cut off ACA payments. MORE...
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A cross-country bicycle trip of a lifetime — delayed 40 years

John Sweeney averaged 65 miles a day, mostly along Route 20, a 3,365-mile ribbon of asphalt that

is the longest road in the United States. MORE...
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