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New Study Shows That 40% of Homes’ Tap Water Has Too Much Lead 

for Bottle-Fed Infants 
 

Healthy Babies Bright Futures’ newest research found concerning levels of lead in tap water in 
homes nationwide. 

 
October 20 — A new study by Healthy Babies Bright Futures (HBBF), in partnership with 
Virginia Tech, tested tap water from 343 cities in 46 states and found that 79% of homes had 
detectable levels of lead in water. Moreover, 40% of homes had lead levels above American 
Academy of Pediatrics’ recommended limit for children (1 ppb).  
 
Lead in water has been in the news for years, but Healthy Babies Bright Futures’ newest report is 
the first study to focus on the highest risk population – bottle-fed infants drinking formula made 
with tap water.  
 
Baby formula made with tap water is far more likely than breastmilk to contain significant lead 
levels, and 16 percent of U.S. babies are exclusively formula-fed. Seventy-five percent of infants 
consume at least some formula. 
 
This important new study reveals that there is far more lead in tap water than is safe for babies. 
In fact, no levels of lead are considered safe. 

• 79% of homes tested have detectable levels of lead in tap water. 
 

• 40% of homes have lead levels above American Academy of Pediatrics’ recommended 
limit for children (1 ppb). 
 

• 21% of homes have lead levels above level that causes up to 1% loss in lifetime 
economic productivity for an exposed infant/child, due to IQ loss. 
 

• Bottle-fed infants drink up to 10 times more water than adults relative to their body 
weight and get 10 times the lead dose as a result. 
 

• 26% of black infants are exclusively formula fed, leaving black babies at higher risk. 
 

• Water lead levels between 5 and 15 ppb cause IQ loss in the range of 1 to 2 points for a 
bottle-fed infant. One of every 8 homes we tested had water lead levels above 5 ppb. 
 



 
Up to 10 million homes nationwide get water through lead pipes that can release harmful 
amounts of the toxic heavy metal. Lead-bearing solder and fixtures add additional traces. 
Formula-fed infants face the greatest risks, with higher exposures to lead in drinking water, 
pound for pound, than any other family member, at a time in life when the brain is most 
vulnerable to lead-induced harm such as lowered IQ or learning and behavioral problems.  
 
Despite these obvious risks, the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) is relaxing regulations 
by extending the prior 14-year timeline to a new 33-year grace period for utilities to replace lead 
pipes with safer materials. The rollback creates the prospect of yet another generation of children 
harmed by lead in water.  
 
The concentrated risk for formula-fed infants underscores the crucial need for action from EPA, 
cities and water utilities, and parents to reduce lead levels in tap water. HBBF’s new research 
highlights the problem of lead in water, but also shares what parents, water utilities, and the EPA 
should do to get toxic lead out of drinking water and infant’s first food.  
 
Read the full report here. 
 
ABOUT HEALTHY BABIES BRIGHT FUTURES: Healthy Babies Bright Futures (HBBF) is 
an alliance of scientists, nonprofit organizations and donors working to create and support 
initiatives that measurably reduce exposures to neurotoxic chemicals in the first one thousand 
days of development. Our efforts are inspired and supported by science and data, and designed to 
help restore the chance for a full life to children who would otherwise face brain-diminishing 
exposures to toxic chemicals beginning in utero. www.hbbf.org 
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