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What is known about lead in Iowa wells?
• Nearly 300,000 Iowans (~10% of the 

population) rely on private wells. 1  
• ~ 900 well water lead samples have been 

collected in Iowa. 
• About 80 of these wells (~ 10%) have lead 

concentrations greater than the EPA action 
level of 15 parts per billion (ppb). 

• Few states have published data on lead in 
private wells. Of those published, the percent 
of wells exceeding the EPA level range from 
1.8 to 19%.2–5 

 
Where does lead in well water come from? 

• Groundwater is rarely a source of high lead 
concentrations in the U.S.6 

• In wells, lead most often comes from the corrosion of 
premise plumbing (inside the home) and potentially lead-
bearing components inside the well itself.7 

• Lead-bearing components in wells could include lead 
“packers”, well screen, submersible pump, well casing, in-
ground piping and fittings, and the pitless adapter. 

• Brass and galvanized iron pipes and fixtures can be 
significant sources of lead in homes built before 2014.8 
 

What are the health implications of lead in private well water? 
• Lead is a known neurotoxin and the CDC has deemed that no level of lead exposure safe.9  
• Children drinking from private wells have shown to have higher blood lead levels (BLLs) 

compared to children drinking from private water (even after controlling for well-known exposure 
risk factors, such as age of home).10 

• A study done in Iowa has shown that rural children have the same amount of risk of having 
elevated BLLs as urban children.11 

 
What is the regulatory framework for lead in well water? 

• Private water systems fall outside the jurisdiction of the Safe Drinking Water Act (SDWA) that 
governs public water, and therefore there are no routine testing and treatment requirements (or 
recommendations) for private wells. 

• It is the well owner’s sole responsibility to ensure the safety of their water. 
• Private well owners have been observed to not implement corrosion control or test for lead in 

their well water. 
• Iowa Admin. Code 567-49 only requires a water sample of new, repaired, or rehabilitated wells be 

tested for coliform bacteria and nitrate between 10 and 30 days after it is put in use.12 
 

 

Source: US EPA 



                                                         
 

How could Iowa’s Grants to Counties program help? 
• The Grants to Counties program (641 IAC – Chapter 24) was created in 1987 as part of the 

Groundwater Protection Act to assist private water well owners in Iowa. Funded through the 
Agricultural Management Account within the State’s Groundwater Protection Fund (Iowa Code 
455E.11), the Grants to Counties program provides money each year for activities including the 
testing of private water wells for total nitrate (including nitrite), total coliform bacteria, and arsenic. 

• Recent changes to the Grants to Counties Program in fiscal year 2020 now allow counties, with 
Iowa Department of Public Health (IDPH) approval, to include additional contaminants in well 
water quality testing so long as there is a national primary drinking water regulation or standing 
public health advisory issued by the US EPA for the contaminant.  

• Although these recent changes would allow Counties to test for lead in private wells with IDPH 
approval, Counties would need to be aware that lead contamination can be a problem for private 
well users and proactively request approval for lead testing. 

• By changing Iowa Code and associated Administrative Rules to allow inclusion of lead testing as 
an allowable expense within the Grants to Counties program, more private well users would have 
their water tested for lead contamination and be able to take action to avoid unsafe exposure to 
lead in their household based on their testing results. 
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