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Silence, flawed test data hide lead contamination
Water systems muddy their results by testing homes least likely to have lead
Pat Stith, Catherine Clabby and David Raynor, Staff Writers
In March 2004, county health workers in Greenville detected lead in a baby boy's blood. By late summer, the local water utility spotted elevated levels of the toxic metal in some homes in the city. 

For a year, even after a water utility test detected lead at the child's home, no one connected Conner Jackson's blood test with high levels of lead in the water. 

Two state agencies also had the information about Conner's blood test and the lead-tainted water but didn't tell each other. Such communication failure is just one problem that has increased the risk of lead poisoning from public water systems in North Carolina. 

Some water systems, including Raleigh's, don't test the homes most likely to have lead, a violation of federal rules. Some systems drop houses that test positive for lead from future tests, another violation that increases the system's chance of passing. 

State regulators say they didn't know about those problems because they lack resources to police the utilities. 

When confronted with the gaps, William G. Ross Jr., state secretary of environment and natural resources, said that North Carolina must step up oversight of how water utilities track lead in drinking water. 

"We need to do a better job," Ross said. "We need to be sampling and checking." 

Lead is poison to infants and children younger than 6. Even in small amounts, it can cause learning disabilities and behavioral problems. Recent studies have found that any level of lead in a young child's blood is unsafe, the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention says. 

Children are most likely to ingest lead from chips of lead-contaminated paint, now banned in this country, or from products tainted by lead. But children and adults, who are vulnerable to prolonged exposure, can ingest traces of the metal in water, too. That's why the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency requires public water systems to test for lead at least every three years. 

Still, as families and officials in Greenville learned, lead trouble can sneak up on a community. 

No communication 

A standard blood screen in March 2004 detected lead in the blood of Laura Jackson's 1-year-old son. 

After a second test confirmed the problem, county health investigators inspected Jackson's townhouse that summer but found no lead in the paint, on blinds or in toys, the usual suspects. A pewter hairbrush was identified as a possible source, said Dr. John Morrow, the Pitt County health director. 

Because water tests hadn't turned up high lead levels in Greenville in the past, no one tested the water, Morrow said. But that summer and fall, tests required by the EPA revealed that lead levels were unexpectedly spiking in some Greenville households. 

A switch to sanitizing chemicals called chloramines appeared to be the troublemaker. It probably made Greenville's water more corrosive, causing lead to leach from aged plumbing parts. 

In November 2004, Greenville Utilities mailed notices to 27,000 customers warning that lead levels in the city exceeded EPA standards. It alerted doctors' offices and county health officials. The utility offered free lead tests for all customers who asked for them. 

Jackson's household was tested in December. Lead levels there were three times higher than the EPA finds acceptable. The utility mailed the results to Jackson's address. 

No policy existed to share data on specific people and addresses, so county health officials did not learn of Jackson's test for months. Since then, Greenville officials have started sharing such information. "There wasn't communication between the folks doing the water testing and the folks doing the blood testing," Morrow said. 

A second screening at a doctor's office in February 2005 showed Conner's lead level had increased enough that state health officials considered him poisoned. County health officials returned to Jackson's townhouse in March, three months after the utility tested her tap. 

Laura Jackson then showed the public health team a notice from the utility reporting lead in her water and asked what it meant, Morrow said. Another water test confirmed elevated lead. An inspection of Jackson's kitchen tap revealed bits of solder containing lead clumped inside the faucet. 

"Just the thought that the water I pay for and is supplied by the city is causing my child to have lead poisoning is unfathomable," she said. 

Warnings ignored 

North Carolina and the rest of the country had warnings that lead in water could emerge as a public health threat long before problems struck Greenville. 

High lead levels were detected in District of Columbia homes in 2003 after a water utility switched sanitizing chemicals to chloramines, the same change made in Greenville. But North Carolina regulators took no special precautions with chloramine systems here. As late as last summer, the state Public Water Supply Section could not produce a reliable list of state water utilities using chloramines. 

And state water regulators had never shared data about lead contamination with a state program dedicated to protecting children from lead exposure. 

Ed Norman, supervisor of the state Children's Environmental Health Branch, works on the same floor as Jessica G. Miles, chief of the Public Water Supply Section, which oversees the water system tests. His job includes protecting children from lead, but he said he had not been told about homes or child care centers that had too much lead in their water. 

"They have never asked us to," Miles said. "People just have their hands full enough with the tasks on their plate without looking for additional things." 

With such information, Norman's group could advise families with young children to have their blood tested for lead. 

Both offices were informed about the situation in Greenville. Norman's program learned about Conner Jackson's elevated blood lead levels in June. The water utility notified Miles' operation by phone in October 2004 and by letter the next month that its lead level exceeded what the EPA accepts. The state officials didn't make the connection. 

Earlier this month, Miles' office started giving information on lead tests to Norman's office. 

Still, the data shared are only as good as the data collected. And lead numbers collected by some North Carolina water utilities aren't reliable. 
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Questionable tests 

About 4,000 small operators, such as gas stations, that serve customers who come and go are not required to test for lead. Tests are required at least every three years for systems that serve residential neighborhoods. Many schools, day-care centers and businesses with their own water systems must also test. 

In the fiscal year that ended in June, 50 North Carolina systems flunked lead tests, including nine schools and day-care centers. Another 119, including 19 schools and day-care centers, didn't perform required lead tests. A system fails the test when it finds more than 15 parts per billion of lead at more than 10 percent of its test sites; if it fails, it must conduct tests more often and alter its water treatment. 

But some systems structure their tests in a way that reduces their chances of failing and of detecting lead in water. 

The EPA's rules say public water systems must test in houses built after 1982 but before each state banned all but minuscule traces of lead from solder used in plumbing. On its Web site, the N.C. Public Water Supply Section had said water systems in this state should conduct lead tests on houses built in 1983, 1984, 1985 or 1986. 

Records of sizable water systems evaluated by The News & Observer showed rule violations in two areas, both related to testing the proper households. 

If a house has shown lead problems in a previous test, the water system is supposed to test it again in the next round -- or notify the state that it is dropping the house, and why. Seventeen systems The N&O checked showed that systems are dropping houses with lead-tainted water without explanation. 

And some systems test houses that are less likely to leach lead: those built before 1983 and after 1986. Older homes usually are safer because of an anti-corrosive film built up on their pipes. Newer homes were built with solder containing minute amounts of lead. 

Testing lower-risk houses increases the chances that water systems will pass the federal test. 

In Johnston County, for example, more than 90 percent of the houses tested from 1997 to 2003 were built outside the period required by the state, according to county tax records. 

"I thought it was anything after 1982," said Timothy G. Broome, director of infrastructure and engineering. "If we're guilty ... by God, we'll admit it and apologize." 

Because Johnston has fared well on its lead tests, the utility has been required to check for lead in 40 houses every three years. The next test period is due to begin in June. 

If Johnston County has lead problems, it's in a good position to share them. Its utility department provides water directly to about 45,000 people but indirectly to thousands more by selling water wholesale to several towns in the county, including Clayton, which tested positive for lead for the last two years. Like Greenville, Johnston County sanitizes its water with chloramines, a sanitizing additive. 

Raleigh's tests 

Raleigh switched to chloramines in 1993 and has never failed a lead test. But more than half the residences Raleigh tested for lead from 1992 to 2005 weren't built in 1983, 1984, 1985 or 1986, according to Wake County tax records. 

H. Dale Crisp, Raleigh's public utilities director, says his operation has done nothing wrong. The way he reads the law, public water systems are allowed to test houses built in a five-year period, 1983-87. When Raleigh started lead testing in 1992, it notified the state that its sample included houses built from Jan. 1, 1983, to June 1, 1988, a six-year period, said Crisp, who kept a copy of the letter. 

But Raleigh didn't use residences built only during that period, even in the beginning, according to Wake County real property records. In its first lead tests in 1992, 18 out of 60 houses were built before 1983 or after 1988, tax records say. That trend continued through last year. 

None of the towns that buy water from Raleigh tested positive for lead last year. 

Crisp said if the state tells him his tests are wrong, he'll run new ones. 

Miles, the state Public Water Supply Section Chief, said she had been unaware that public water utilities routinely tested residences built at the wrong times. She said she would tell Raleigh, and all other public water systems required to test for lead, to use houses built in 1983, 1984, 1985 and 1986, if they can prove that the 1986 houses have solder with lead in it. 

Miles also needs to get in touch with Brunswick County. Most houses Brunswick has tested since 1992 were too new to have significant amounts of lead. 

Jerry W. Pierce, who left Rocky Mount nearly a year ago to become public utilities director in Brunswick, said he did not know until The N&O informed him that most houses tested there before his arrival were built in the wrong years. About 30 percent of the houses tested since June were built in the wrong years, too. Pierce says that's because guidance provided by the state was confusing. 

Brunswick passed all but one of its lead tests. But records show that if it had counted in its sample only houses built from 1983-86, houses where lead is most likely to leach from solder and fixtures, it might have failed. 

Brunswick, like Greenville, treats its water with chloramines. Brunswick sells water to 12 systems, three of which -- the town of Shallotte, North Brunswick Sanitary District and the Military Ocean Terminal at Sunny Point -- have tested positive for lead within the last four years. 

If Greenville teaches anything, it's how high the stakes can be when lead strikes a water supply. 

By 2005, two young children in that city, including Conner Jackson, had elevated lead in their blood traced to tainted water. Lead levels at a home day care run by the second child's grandmother were six times the EPA limit, state officials said. Morrow, the health director, wonders whether more children have been contaminated. 

Health warnings 

Since May, the county health department has urged pregnant or nursing women and children under age 6 not to drink tap water at home unless tests confirm it is safe. Health and water workers continue to share lists of homes where lead is detected. And staff investigating elevated lead in children always get the water at the child's home tested. 

Lead levels in Greenville have started to drop -- probably due to a protective film the water utility deposited in its pipes. But tests conducted in January show levels that still exceed EPA standards. 

Conner Jackson, now 3, is doing better. A February test found his blood level had dropped to a "normal" range and he seems healthy. But his mother has been on high alert for slurred speech, hearing loss or any sign of neurological damage. 

Laura Jackson warns others in her small city never to assume the water pouring out of their kitchen faucets is safe. 

"I tell everyone I know: Get your water tested," Jackson said. "Get your water tested!" 

(News researcher Brooke Cain contributed to this report.)

Staff writer Pat Stith can be reached at 829-4537 or pstith@newsobserver.com.



