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*The health effects information on this page is not intended to catalog all possible health
effects for lead. Rather, it is intended to let you know about the most significant and
probable health effects associated with lead in drinking water.

Is there a safe level of lead in drinking water?

The Safe Drinking Water Act requires EPA to determine the level of contaminants in
drinking water at which no adverse health effects are likely to occur with an adequate
margin of safety. These non-enforceable health goals, based solely on possible health
risks, are called maximum contaminant level goals (MCLGs). EPA has set the maximum
contaminant level goal for lead in drinking water at zero because lead is a toxic metal
that can be harmful to human health even at low exposure levels. Lead is persistent, and
it can bioaccumulate in the body over time.

Young children, infants, and fetuses are particularly vulnerable to lead because the
physical and behavioral effects of lead occur at lower exposure levels in children than
in adults. A dose of lead that would have little effect on an adult can have a significant
effect on a child. In children, low levels of exposure have been linked to damage to the
central and peripheral nervous system, learning disabilities, shorter stature, impaired
hearing, and impaired formation and function of blood cells.

The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) recommends that public health
actions be initiated when the level of lead in a child’s blood is 3.5 micrograms per decili-
ter (ug/dL) or more.

It is important to recognize all the ways a child can be exposed to lead. Children are
exposed to lead in paint, dust, soil, air, and food, as well as drinking water. If the level of
lead in a child’s blood is at or above the CDC action level of 3.5 micrograms per decili-
ter, it may be due to lead exposures from a combination of sources. EPA estimates that
drinking water can make up 20 percent or more of a person’s total exposure to lead.
Infants who consume mostly mixed formula can receive 40 percent to 60 percent of their
exposure to lead from drinking water.

See the back of this sheet for health information for specific groups.
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Children

Even low levels of lead in the blood of children can result in:
e Behavior and learning problems
e Lower IQ and hyperactivity
e Slowed growth
e Hearing problems
e Anemia

In rare cases, ingestion of lead can cause seizures, coma and even death.
Pregnant Women

Lead can accumulate in our bodies over time, where it is stored in bones along with
calcium. During pregnancy, lead is released from bones as maternal calcium and is used
to help form the bones of the fetus. This is particularly true if a woman does not have
enough dietary calcium. Lead can also cross the placental barrier exposing the fetus to
lead. This can result in serious effects to the mother and her developing fetus, including:
e Reduced growth of the fetus
e Premature birth

Lead can also be transmitted through breast milk.
Adults

Lead is also harmful to adults. Adults exposed to lead can suffer from:
e Cardiovascular effects, increased blood pressure and incidence of hypertension
e Decreased kidney function
e Reproductive problems (in both men and women)

For more information about lead, including health effects associated with exposure
and lead in drinking water, visit www.epa.gov/lead.
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