Allegheny County Controller Chelsa Wagner’s

TAXPAYER ALERT
Lead Service Line Replacement
February 21, 2018
Residents of the Pittsburgh Water and Sewer Authority
(PWSA) have been at heightened risk of drinking leadtainted water for nearly four years. A spike in lead
content in the water of many households is believed to
have occurred after PWSA made an illegal change in
its corrosion control chemical in April 2014. Mandated
testing of lead levels since this time has shown results
generally well in excess of the EPA’s Lead Action Level of
15 parts per billion (ppb). Health authorities agree there
is no safe level of lead in drinking water.
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Another troubling aspect of PWSA’s line
replacement program is its stated cost
estimate of $44 million to replace only 2,100
lines. While no price is too high to pay for
the future well-being of our children, the
cost cited by PWSA is many times what line
replacements have cost other water providers
(see reverse).

One reason for the inflated cost is that it does not appear
that PWSA will pursue a methodical process of replacing
lines street-by-street, block-by-block, and in coordination
with street paving schedules to reduce costs and prevent
unnecessary disruption. Indeed, an efficient process is
likely to be impossible until all lead lines are located, which
PWSA currently says will take about three more years.
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and City of Flint Water Department. Testing data is provided by the EPA at echo.epa.gov. All
results measued in parts per billion (ppb). There is no safe level of lead in drinking water.

While PWSA is now committed under a legal settlement
to replace upwards of 2,100 lead water service lines per
year, there are estimated to be about 20,000 homes with
lead lines within PWSA. This pace is far too slow to
prevent young children, children not yet born, and other
vulnerable residents from the potentially lifelong effects
of lead exposure. Pittsburgh should look to Flint, Mich.,
which despite having one-third the population of the City
of Pittsburgh, is fully replacing 6,000 lead lines per year
while providing free lead water filters to residents in the
interim.
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“Cherry-picking” homes to receive line replacements is
an inefficient practice likely to result not only in higher
cost, but in vulnerable homes being missed. PWSA’s
stated intention to use the results
of voluntary home lead tests to
determine in part where to
perform line replacements is
especially dangerous. A survey
of requested tests has shown
that they are concentrated
in some of the more affluent
communities served by
PWSA. Also, the home
tests are not scientifically
rigorous and can result
in false negatives for
homes where a lead line
is present.

@AC_Controller
www.AlleghenyController.com

As other cities have demonstrated, a well-planned, efficient process of finding and replacing lead service lines can
result in more families protected, at a lower cost, and in less time. The need for line replacements has been known to
Pittsburgh and PWSA officials since at least mid-2016, yet it has not been acted upon with urgency or vision. As this
process finally begins in earnest, we must work to ensure that it is a smart one that best protects all those at risk while
using our public funds as efficiently as possible.
$25,000

Full Lead Line Replacement Cost

40,000

$21,000
$20,000

35,000

How Many Lead Lines $44 million Would
Replace, by City
35,200

30,000

25,000

$15,000

22,000

22,000

20,000

$10,000

15,000

$5,000

$5,000

$1,250
$0

18,144

York, PA

$2,000

$2,000

$2,425

$3,500

12,571
8,800

10,000

$3,500

Philadelphia, Lansing, MI
RAND
Madison, WI PA American
PA
Pittsburgh Est.
(Pgh Area)

12,571

5,000

Flint, MI

PWSA

0

2,100
York, PA

Philadelphia,
PA

Lansing, MI

RAND
Madison, WI PA American
Pittsburgh Est.
(Pgh Area)

Flint, MI

PWSA

Numerous other cities and water systems have adopted programs to fully replace lead water lines. Their
costs have all been significantly lower than the PWSA’s estimate. The PWSA says it will cost $44 million to
replace only 2,100 lead lines. This comes out to $21,000 per line. Here’s how many lead lines $44 million
would replace in other cities:
•Pennsylvania American Water, which supplies water to
about 30 percent of the city of Pittsburgh, says that its full
lead line replacements will cost around $3,500. At this
price, $44 million would replace 12,571 lead lines.
•In a study of Pittsburgh’s lead water crisis, RAND
estimated that full lead line replacements could cost on
average as little as $2,425 per line. At this price, $44
million would replace 18,144, or nearly all of PWSA’s lead
lines.

•In York, Pa., the water utility has found that the average
contracted cost of fully replacing lead lines over 10 feet
in length was $1,250. At this price, $44 million would
replace 35,200 lead lines.
•In both Philadelphia, Pa. and Lansing, Mich., full lead
line replacements typically cost about $2,000. At this
price, $44 million would replace 22,000 lead lines.
•In Flint, Mich., initial lead line replacement costs have
run about $5,000 per line. For this price, $44 million
would replace 8,880 lead lines.

What can I do?
Protect yourself

Unless you are certain you do not have a lead service line, purchase bottled water for drinking and cooking or a filter
that is NSF-approved to remove lead. (Note that filters cost around $30 and require regular replacement of filter
cartridges to remain effective.)
Demand that the City identify the material in your service line by calling the PWSA at 412-255-2423. If there is no
record, demand an immediate curb box inspection, which can identify the material without excavation.
Contact City leadership to demand action. Tell the Mayor (412-255-2626) and City Council (412-255-2138) that the
City must reinstate free filter distribution and replace all lead lines without delay.
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