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Good morning Chairwoman Gym and Chairwoman Bass and members of the Committees on 
Children and Youth and Public Health and Human Services.  I am Debra McCarty, the Water 
Commissioner for the City of Philadelphia (PWD). I am joined by Gary Burlingame, Director of 
Laboratory Services for the Water Department.  I am here today to testify on Resolution 
160089. 
 
First and foremost, let me begin by noting that Philadelphia’s drinking water is lead free and 
that there are clear differences between Flint and Philadelphia.  
 

 Flint switched their drinking water source which changed the chemistry of the water 
they were treating.  

 Flint did not have a corrosion control program in place. 

 Flint did not conduct a technical evaluation to determine the impacts of such changes 
on the quality of their drinking water. 

 Philadelphia has an award winning source water protection program dedicated to 

protecting and preserving our drinking water sources – the Delaware and Schuylkill 

rivers. 

 Philadelphia has maintained a robust corrosion control treatment program to minimize 

lead levels in the drinking water. 

 Philadelphia has always made decisions regarding its treatment based on the latest 

science and best practices. 

 Philadelphia’s Water Treatment facilities have been operating for over a century and 

have consistently provided top quality drinking water. 

 Philadelphia has conducted a customer sampling program in accordance with the 

requirements of the Federal Lead and Copper Rule since 1992. 

 
Philadelphia has excellent source-drinking water quality. Our 3,200 mile water main system 
delivers safe, clean water to our customers’ homes and businesses, day in and day out. 
However, customer service lines (those are the pipes that bring water from the main into the 



  

 
 

 

residence) and plumbing fixtures may be made of lead or contain lead materials. Our corrosion 
control program, as mandated by federal law and optimized over the past two decades, 
minimizes the release of lead from service lines, brass fixtures, and solder, inhibiting the 
leaching of lead into the water. The Water Department has repeatedly been recognized for 
providing safe drinking water to our customers and by our regulatory partners such as the EPA, 
which recently recognized our leadership in EPA’s Partnership for Safe Drinking Water coalition 
and our model source water protection program.   
 
Over the past few decades, lead levels in Philadelphia’s children have significantly decreased as 
a result of the City’s education, outreach and mitigation focused on the sources of lead 
including soil, paint, and water. But there is always more to be done. For that reason, we are 
hopeful that we can partner with you and your colleagues in raising awareness about this 
important topic. 
 
As explained earlier, the risk for lead contamination arises when water passes through lead 
service lines, indoor plumbing or faucets. If the water doesn’t have the proper anti-corrosive 
properties, then lead can leach into the water at this stage. To ensure our corrosion control 
efforts are effective, the Water Department asks Philadelphia Households at risk for lead 
contamination to participate in a sampling program.   
 
The Department’s sampling program requires participants to perform an in-home test. 
Participants are directed to run cold water with the faucet aerator removed, and then wait at 
least 6 hours before filling the sample bottle. We ask customers to use cold water because it is 
most commonly used for drinking, and to collect water that has stood in the pipes for 6 hours 
to capture any corrosion issues.  We ask customers to remove the aerator because it can act as 
a filter, catching particles of lead that accumulate in the pipe. Since this test is meant to 
measure the corrosive nature of the water, we want the sample bottle to reflect the presence 
of lead particles that put our customers at risk.  
 
To date, sampling results indicate that the Department is effectively controlling corrosion in our 
customer’s plumbing.  This testing protocol – most recently used during our 2014 sampling 
period - was approved by the Pennsylvania Department of Environmental Protection, the 
primary agency responsible for regulating drinking water testing in the state.  
 
Philadelphia’s total testing sample is actually larger than what is required by the state, since we 
also work with customers directly whenever they contact us about the possibility of lead in 
their drinking water. But we do face challenges in regard to this issue in two areas: 
 

1. Recruiting high risk, eligible customers every three years as required by the regulations, 
to participate in our sampling program. 

2. Raising awareness about best practices to flush home plumbing systems on a daily basis 
and cleaning aerators regularly. 

 



  

 
 

 

In 2014, the year of our most recent sampling program, we mailed over 8,000 “recruitment” 
letters to customers in pre-1950s housing with the goal of achieving a robust participation rate 
that reflected homes with lead water service lines, or home plumbing containing lead solder. 
Our final sampling pool was 134 customers.  While this met the state’s participation 
requirement, we want to expand this number greatly. 
 
There are quite a few activities which the Water Department is currently pursuing to further 
address these lead issues.  Some of these include: 

1. Increase participation in the Department’s sampling program. 
2. Building an address-based database which inventories lead services as we learn of them 

through water main construction work, service visits, and lead sampling recruitment 
activities. 

3. Developing a program to provide a financial incentive to entice home owners with lead 
services and/or lead solder to participate in the lead and copper sampling program.  

4. For those home owners who have a lead service line and wish to replace it, we are 
developing a zero interest loan program to make it more manageable and affordable to 
our customers to replace the lead service line. 

5. Enhancing the Department’s website to include a comprehensive lead information page.  
The goal is for our customers to obtain any information they may want from this “one-
stop” page.  We intend to have a video showing customers how they can determine if 
they have a lead service line. 

6. Revising standard contract requirements for water main replacements to allow for the 
replacement of the entire portion of a lead water service/distribution pipe with the 
permission of the property owner. 

 
We hope that as a result of this hearing, of the Department’s outreach, and of a renewed 
interest in the topic of lead overall, we will see a surge of interest in households participating in 
our 2017 sampling period – and an opportunity to partner with Council, your many contacts 
throughout your constituencies and our civic partners to educate the public.   
 
I have included with this testimony a number of documents that provide some additional 
information about our program. These documents include: 
 

 A summary of our 2014 Lead & Copper Rule results 

 A copy of the sampling protocol provided to each participant in the sampling program 

 Best practices for home plumbing (how to flush your plumbing) 

 Summary of related lead reduction/education activities 

 
Thank you for allowing me this time to testify on this very important matter.  I look forward to 
working with you to address this important issue and am happy to answer any questions you 
may have.  
 


