
Lead poisoning seemed as if it was in the 
rearview mirror in the United States. A host of 
federal health and safety measures, including 

the amendments to the Safe Drinking Water Act in 
1986 and the adoption of the Lead and Copper Rule 
in 1991, took lead poisoning and exposure out of 
the headlines and the public consciousness for the 
better part of two decades. 

Then, in late 2015, came a barrage of stories from 
Flint, Michigan, about exorbitantly high levels of 
lead in the city’s water system. The revelations of 

toxic lead levels depicted in the media from NPR to 
Fox News have been followed up with several days 
of Congressional hearings, finger-pointing and a 
presidential declaration of Flint’s water situation as 
a federal emergency.  

Not surprisingly, actionably high lead levels in the 
water supply in Flint, Michigan, conjured up old 
fears and led to new speculation about the safety of 
any water treated in any community. 

Here’s why the water treated and distributed in 
West Des Moines is safe from high levels of lead. 

NO LEAD IN WDM TREATED WATER

“One of the more sinister aspects of what’s going  
on in Flint is that it cast aspersions on all water  
utilities,” said Diana Wilson, general manager 
of West Des Moines Water Works. “Lead is not a 
product of water treatment nor is it found in most 
source water. Most important, lead is not found in 
our deep and shallow wells in West Des Moines.”

Rather, heightened levels of lead 
primarily result from the service 
lines or pipes running between  
water mains and homes and busi-
nesses. West Des Moines has no 
known lead service lines in use.   

Flint, however, has many. Lead 
levels spiked months after the city 
decided to stop buying water from 

Detroit Water Services District, which uses Lake 
Huron as its source, and started pulling water from 
the Flint River. The chemical make-up of these 
two water sources differed in significant ways. The 
Flint River contains higher chloride levels, making 
it eight times more corrosive or aggressive than 
Detroit water, according to FlintWaterStudy.org. 

WHAT HAPPENED IN FLINT?

 “As far as we can tell from the information avail-
able, the city of Flint after the switch did not take 
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the required steps to manage the water chemistry, 
which included adding a corrosion inhibitor chem-
ical into the treatment process,” Wilson added. 
“Lead leached into the system as this more corro-
sive river water flowed through service lines and 
into homes and buildings, many of which were built 
before 1986 and likely had older plumbing fixtures, 
fittings and solder that contained lead.”

MORE STRINGENT PROTOCOLS IN IOWA,  
SAYS DEPARTMENT OF NATURAL RESOURCES 

The intrigue in Flint flows beyond mere water 
chemistry and involves a host of political and 
bureaucratic decisions as well as inadequate and 
incomplete testing and monitoring of water quality, 
and specifically lead levels. 

“We have a much more stringent process and 
protocol here in Iowa,” said Karen Grimes, a 
spokesperson for environmental issues at the Iowa 
Department of Natural Resources.

Grimes provided WDMWW with a statement from 
the IDNR regarding the situation in Flint and the 
safety protocols in place in Iowa. An excerpt of that 
statement is included in the column to the right.   

THE IMPORTANCE OF ERNEST TESTING

By federal statute, water utilities and treatment 
plants are required to test water for a host of differ-
ent regulated substances including lead and copper. 
West Des Moines Water Works initially tested 

every six months for these metals, but now is on a 
reduced sampling schedule—every three years—

“… For more than 20 years, the EPA lead 
and copper rule has been in place in Iowa 
to detect and address lead contamination.  
Pursuant to that rule, all Iowa communities 
test for lead in water from taps in homes.

“… When an Iowa water supply adds a 
new source of water, the DNR evaluates 
the impact of that change on corrosion and 
assigns monitoring appropriate to the risk.  
It appears that Flint did not reasonably  
anticipate the impacts of the new source 
water and no one ensured they did.  All 
Iowa cities the size of Flint are required 
to maintain optimized corrosion control 
systems to prevent the leaching of lead into 
the water. Flint was not doing so.  

 “…The first line of defense in the protec-
tion of public health in regard to drinking 
water is with properly trained and responsi-
ble local water system operators… It is the 
responsibility of the Iowa DNR to maintain 
vigilant oversight over these operators and 
these public water supply systems to pre-
vent the type of public health impacts being 
experienced in Flint…” 
                                                    — Iowa DNR

Customers of the Flint Water Plant started seeing problems including dirty, brown, odoriferous water after the 
utility started using the Flint River for its source water.  Photo Credit: © J. Carl Ganter / Circle of Blue
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due to the low lead levels. Interested water custom-
ers can find the results of these tests in the annual 
Water Quality Report available on the WDMWW 
website. www.wdmww.com

In its sampling for lead and copper, WDMWW  
targets homes built before 1987 as these structures 
are more likely to have pipes, fittings and fixtures 
that contain lead. Homes with softeners are not 
sampled per regulatory instructions.

“If you use a water softener, it is critical that the 
settings be managed appropriately,” Wilson warned. 
“Soft water is more corrosive and if it becomes 
too aggressive, it can cause lead to leach into your 
home’s water system. We suggest that you contact 
the equipment representative to ensure your soften-
er is set appropriately.”

West Des Moines water is drawn primarily from 
three deep and 19 shallow wells. As a result, the 
treated water has a higher mineral content, which 
turns out to have benefits. 

WDM WATER DEPOSITS A PROTECTIVE LAYER 

“Our water with its higher mineral content deposits 
a protective layer of calcium carbonate between 
water and pipes and fixtures,” Wilson noted. “This 
adds another layer of protection, which was likely 
not in place for many of the Flint homes that tested 
high for lead.” 

A portion of WDMWW customers receive water 
treated by Des Moines Water Works. DMWW, 
which draws water from the Raccoon and Des 
Moines rivers, practices the same rigorous lead 
testing and monitoring as West Des Moines. In 
addition to carefully managing the pH of its treated 
water, DMWW also uses a corrosion inhibitor to 
ensure that its finished water is not aggressive and 
forms a protective coating in mains and service 
lines. To learn more about DMWW’s treatment 
process, visit www.dmww.com.

Water quality is the No. 1 priority at West Des 
Moines Water Works. If you have questions about 
your water quality or service, please contact  
WDMWW at 515-222-3510 or wdmww.com.

When WDMWW tests for lead and copper, the samples 
are taken from commonly used taps, such as those in 
kitchens and bathrooms. The faucet must rest at least 
six hours before the test. 

According to news accounts, residents in Flint began 
to notice changes including rusty and brown-colored 
water after the switch from Detroit water to the Flint 
River. Several residents also complained of odors. 
Lead is both colorless and odorless in water, making it 
difficult to detect without appropriate testing.  

West Des Moines Water Works Regularly Tests  
and Monitors for the Presence of Lead



1. How likely is it that West Des Moines will 
find high levels of lead in our drinking water 
like they did in Flint, Michigan? 
Very unlikely. The citizens of West Des 
Moines draw from a very different source 
of water and employ a proven and effective 
treatment process compared with the situa-
tion in Flint. West Des Moines draws water 
from wells. The water treated by WDMWW 
leaves the plant lead free and is transport-
ed in lead-free mains. Regular monitoring 
and testing, according to federal and state 
standards, further demonstrates WDMWW’s 
compliance in appropriately managing the 
water supply. 
   

When Flint changed its water supply, the city 
failed to appropriately manage the Flint Riv-
er’s corrosive water chemistry. The opportu-
nities for lead to leach into the water system 
most often occur in service lines—the pipes 
that take water from the distribution mains 
to homes and buildings. WDMWW has 
no known service lines that contain lead. 
Conversely, Flint has many service lines that 
contain lead. As the corrosive water from the 
Flint River went through the system, the lead 
leached into the water delivered to homes.

2. Where does the lead come from? 
Lead in the water comes from two sources: 
Most often lead leaches into the system from 
old-style lead service lines that deliver water 
from the distribution mains. To a far lesser 
extent, lead can result from the corrosion of 
plumbing, fittings and fixtures inside older 
homes and structures. Most homes built after 
1986 are safe from this problem.  
 
It is against the law to use fittings, pipes and 
fixtures containing lead in new construction 
as a result of amendments to the Safe Drink-
ing Water Act. The Lead and Copper Rule, in 
effect since 1991, further mandates regular 
testing and monitoring of lead and copper in 
public water systems. 

3. What are the health risks posed by lead-con-
taminated water? 
Lead is a neurotoxin and as such can be  
highly toxic to children and adults. The risks 
and concerns are more acute for infants, 
children under age 7 and unborn babies. In 
addition to neurological damage, lead poi-
soning can also harm kidneys, bone marrow 
and gastrointestinal functions. Studies have 
 

 shown that prolonged lead exposure reduc-
es intelligence, impairs cognitive function, 
affects hearing and inhibits growth.  

4. Sometimes I see a build-up in my fixtures, is 
that lead? 
No. West Des Moines treated water contains 
minerals, which deposit a protective barrier 
in pipes that actually stops lead and other 
metals from leaching into the drinking water. 

5. Does lead change the taste of the water?  Will 
I be able to taste or smell lead in my water? 
Lead is tasteless and odorless. In Flint, many 
people reported brown or yellow water 
as well as a sulfur smell. This most likely 
resulted from the corrosion of the protective 
barrier that had coated the iron pipe interi-
or. While lead levels were elevated in many 
areas of Flint, lead was not responsible for the 
smell or color of the water. 

6. How does it get in my water? 
Aggressive (corrosive) water flowing through 
a pipe corrodes the protective layer of 
calcium carbonate and eats into the metal, 
releasing lead into the water.   

7. How much lead in water is too much? 
The EPA has set standards for lead and cop-
per, also known as the Lead and Copper Rule, 
effective since 1991. The action level for lead 
is 15 parts per billion. WDMWW has set a 
maximum contaminant level goal (MCLG) of 
“0” for lead. 

8. How prevalent is the lead problem in Iowa? 
The Iowa Department of Natural Resources 
says that less than 1% of Iowa water supplies 
have elevated lead levels in any given year. 

9. How can I test for lead in my drinking water?  
You can test for lead, and you may want to if 
you have a water softener that you suspect is 
not appropriately calibrated. The test should 
be conducted from a faucet that you regularly 
use for drinking water—usually a kitchen 
or bathroom—after sitting idle for at least 
6 hours. WDMWW cannot test homes for 
lead that are not part of its formal testing and 
monitoring. Among the resources to assist 
you with lead testing are Iowa Lead Safety, 
Iowa State Extension and Des Moines Water 
Works, which does offer testing for a fee. If 
you opt to test for lead, make sure that you 
send your samples to a reputable lab, certified 
by the EPA and the State of Iowa. 
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