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High lead levels found more than 160 school
buildings in Mass.

SHUTTERSTOCK

By Matt Rocheleau and Travis Andersen

GLOBE STAFF NOVEMBER 16, 2016

Water tests conducted at about 300 public school buildings in Massachusetts this year show that
more than half had at least one sample with lead levels above regulatory limits, state officials

announced on Tuesday.

Steps are being taken to address the problems found in the 164 school buildings by flushing pipes,
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shutting off drinking fountains or taps, and making long-term plumbing repairs, officials said.

“When schools identify problem fixtures, they are quickly
taking steps to fix the problem and providing timely
updates to their students, families, staff and community,”
Martin Suuberg, commissioner of the Massachusetts
Department of Environmental Protection, said in a

statement.

The tests, part of an ongoing water analysis in public school
buildings, were conducted primarily on drinking water and
water used in the preparation of food. A small number of

samples may have been taken from taps used for hand washing, officials said.

Get Fast Forward in your inbox:
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The state has also been testing copper levels in school water. The bulk of the approximately 300
buildings tested had elevated levels of either copper or lead. Just 73 did not have elevated levels of

either.

A clean-water advocate said she is concerned about high lead levels in school buildings, but said she
is confident school districts are taking appropriate steps to keep children safe.

“By the time parents are hearing of these results, the schools have eliminated the exposure,” said
Becky Smith, the Massachusetts campaign director for Clean Water Action, a nonprofit advocacy
group. “Parents should feel the water is safe to drink.”

The water sampling was done through a $2 million

program the state launched this past spring in the wake of
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concerns generated by the crisis in Flint, Mich., where high
lead levels contaminated the city’s drinking water.

Some testing of Massachusetts schools began in the late

spring and over the summer, and the program intensified

around the start of the school year, said Ed Coletta, a

spokesman for MassDEP, which is overseeing the testing.

On Tuesday, state officials announced that an additional
$750,000 from the Massachusetts Clean Water Trust is being made available to continue testing
water in public schools. The money is in addition to $2 million in funding from the trust already

approved in spring.

Governor Charlie Baker, in a statement, said that “ensuring every water tap and fountain is properly
tested expeditiously is an important priority for our administration, the more than 900 schools, and

the thousands of students attending them.”

Tom Scott, executive director of the Massachusetts Association of School Superintendents, said in an

e-mail that members are taking the water issue seriously.

“They completely understand that a paramount responsibility is the safety and well being of our
students,” Scott wrote, adding that “most districts have already provided transparency with the public

and taking action steps to shut down access to water sources which students have access.”

In Lawrence and Quincy, where school buildings showed high lead levels, steps already are underway

to address the issue, school officials said.

Christopher Markuns, a spokesman for Lawrence schools, said elevated lead levels were found in
about 80 of more than 1,000 samples taken districtwide. The state found elevated levels of lead or

copper at 12 schools in Lawrence.

“None of these were in use as drinking water this year, and remediation plans or shut-offs are in

place,” Markuns said in an e-mail.
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After samplings in the fall turned up elevated levels, the district flushed water systems at the schools,
took fixtures off-line, and posted “hand washing only” signs at some faucets and provided bottled

water at some locations, state officials said.

Quincy School Superintendent Richard DeCristofaro said staff, students, and families at the affected
schools were notified of the test results earlier this month, and that officials are taking safety

measures in response to the findings.

Those measures include shutting off all affected water fountains and sinks until they can be repaired
and providing water coolers in the affected buildings to ensure students and staff have access to safe

drinking water.

School officials began looking into the matter last summer in collaboration with the state, and
informed parents in August that Quincy would be participating in the testing.

The state environmental department has posted statewide results of the water sampling in a

spreadsheet on its website and says it plans to update that data on a weekly basis.

That data appeared to be a portion of all the testing that has been done at Massachusetts schools so
far and did not include any results for Boston, where elevated lead levels were recently discovered in

several school buildings.

Data posted as of Tuesday evening showed results for 6,396 samples for lead testing.

Out of that total, 671 samples, or about 10 percent, exceeded the state limit for lead in school drinking

water of 15 parts per billion.

Some were just barely over that limit, but other readings came back much higher.

Officials said they expect to complete water sampling and technical assistance for all 930 public

school buildings in the program by January.

Matt Rocheleau can be reached at matthew.rocheleau

@globe.com.
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Woman lived with sister’s body in kitchen for more than year

A cousin of the sisters discovered the body last month in the kitchen of the $1.2 million Brookline

home. MORE...

New England may face rapid climate shift

New England is likely to experience a significantly greater rate of warming over the coming decades

than the rest of the planet, according to a new study. MORE...

A liberal arts college without English majors?

As middle-class families struggle, so do small schools that have traditionally drawn from a regional,

middle-class pool of students. MORE...

The Ship may go down on Route 1

Like the Hilltop, Weylu’s, and Route 1 Miniature Golf, the highway landmark may be demolished to

make way for development. MORE...

Healey wins showdown with Exxon Mobil

Attorney General Maura Healey demanded company documents on climate change dating back 40

years. MORE...

T _  Bay Staters flocking to Medicaid

An average of 6,000 new people have signed up for MassHealth, the state’s Medicaid program, every

month since mid-2015. MORE...

‘I want to become the 55th mayor of the City of Boston’
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Boston City Councilor Tito Jackson vows a vigorous campaign against his friend and former ally
Mayor Martin Walsh. MORE...

In the halls of high-tech MIT, he still paints professors’ names on doors

If a name appears written in black letters on a professor’s office door at MIT, it's more likely than
not that Glenn Silva put it there. MORE...

The Texans may be in for a temperature shock this weekend

It's been really warm in Houston lately, with highs in the 70s — and, despite this week’s thaw, it’s

back to reality in New England on Saturday. MORE...

Naturopaths get their own licensing board in Mass.

Governor Charlie Baker signed into law a controversial bill that lincenses the alternative medicine

practitioners. MORE...

Couple facing charges of running human trafficking ring

The husband and wife from West Roxbury were held on $500,000 bail. MORE...

Robert F. Kennedy saw conspiracy in JFK’s assassination

Robert F. Kennedy took on some of the Kennedy Administration’s hardest tasks, ones that created

dangerous foes, and after the assassination, RFK wondered if one of them had done it. MORE...

Baker urges Congress to keep key provisions of Obamacare

As the GOP-controlled Congress moves rapidly to dismantle President Obama’s health care law,

Republican Governor Charlie Baker is staking out independent ground. MORE...

Double stabbing near Boston Common

Two men were stabbed on Tremont Street just before 4 p.m. Thursday, police said. MORE...
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