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Lead in drinking water is a pervasive, national problem. A primary source of contamination 

comes from LSLs that connect many water mains in the street to plumbing in individual homes. 

Approximately 6–10 million homes in the United States are served by LSLs from which lead 

leaches into the homes’ drinking water.1 Providence Water’s service area contains an estimated 

27,500 LSLs.2 

EPA found that being a person of color and being low-income are risk factors for lead exposure 

and elevated blood lead levels (“BLL”).3 This is of particular concern in Providence, North 

Providence, Cranston, and Johnston, because they are the cities and towns directly serviced by 

Providence Water. A United States Government Accountability Office (“GAO”) report that 

examined Providence Water’s LSL data reported that people of color, renters, and families in 

poverty are more likely to live in homes with LSLs.4 Thus, these communities are 

disproportionately exposed to lead from LSLs in Providence.  

Providence Water exceeded EPA’s lead action level under the Lead and Copper Rule (the 

regulations implementing the Safe Drinking Water Act for lead in drinking water) every year 

since 2006, with the exception of 2015.5 As a result, the utility was recently ranked second-worst 

on a national priority watch list for lead.6 Additionally, homes serviced by LSLs in Providence 

Water’s service area routinely have water samples with lead levels above 100 parts per billion 

(ppb), nearly six times above EPA’s lead action level.7 

As EPA has consistently made clear, there is no safe level of exposure to lead.8 It is harmful to 

all people, but especially children, whose nervous systems are still developing, and to pregnant 

people, because lead can cross the placental barrier and harm the fetus.  

Full replacement of LSLs is the only way to eliminate this source of lead exposure from drinking 

water. 

Providence Water’s process to replace LSLs generally happens as part of its water main 

infrastructure rehabilitation projects during which the utility replaces only the portion of the LSL 

that runs from the water main to the curb stop (a public-side or partial LSL replacement) (see 

Figure 1).9 These partial replacements disturb the remaining private-side LSL that runs from the 

curb stop to the house meter, which can increase the release of lead particulates into residents’ 

drinking water resulting in higher lead levels in the short-term with no long-term reduction in 

lead.10 

To replace the entire LSL, Providence Water requires homeowners and landlords to pay for 

replacing the private-side LSL, at a cost of up to $4,500 through a 10-year, 0% interest loan 

program. When these customers lack the resources to pay or borrow money to pay for the 

private-side LSL replacement, Providence Water proceeds with a partial LSL replacement, 

putting residents at a higher risk of lead exposure from drinking water.  
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Figure 1: A graphic description that shows the distinction between a public-side LSL (here 

labeled only as a partial LSL) and a full LSL. The private-side LSL is represented in the graphic 

by the section of the service line from the right side of the curb stop to the internal plumbing 

area of the household. A full LSL replacement is categorized as such when the private-side and 

public-side LSL are replaced at one time. 

 
Source: Lead Service Line Replacement Collaborative. 

 

A study by American University, Environmental Defense Fund, and Washington, D.C. Water 

(“DC Water”) illustrates the discriminatory effect of LSL replacement practices like the one 

utilized by Providence Water. The study showed that low-income residents are less likely than 

their wealthier counterparts to opt to replace the private-side LSL, presumably because they 

don’t have the financial means to pay for the replacement.11 In cities such as Washington, DC 

with a long history of underinvestment and redlining in predominately Black neighborhoods, 

there is a close correlation between income and race, resulting in Black residents being less 

likely to opt to replace the private-side LSL. 

In Providence County, which includes all of Providence Water’s service area, low-income 

residents are more likely to be Black, Latinx,12 and Native American. In practice, the result of 

Providence Water’s infrastructure work is that people with an ability to pay for a full 

replacement—who are disproportionately white—are able to reduce their overall lead exposure 

risk, while those with less ability to pay—who are disproportionately Black, Latinx, and Native 

American—gain no such benefit and face increased lead exposure risks in the short-term with no 

assurance of long-term reduction in risk. 

We maintain that Providence Water’s practice of conducting partial LSL replacements has a 

disparate impact on Black, Latinx, and Native American residents in violation of Title VI and 

EPA’s implementing regulations, which prohibit practices “which have the effect of subjecting 

individuals to discrimination because of their race . . . or have the effect of defeating or 

substantially impairing accomplishment of the objectives of the program or activity with respect 

to individuals of a particular race.”13  
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EPA has jurisdiction under Title VI for all of Providence Water’s operations, as a result of the 

utility receiving EPA funding. Providence Water has received over $90 million dollars in 

Drinking Water State Revolving Funds since 2015. The utility also recently received a $6.4 

million Water Infrastructure Improvement for the Nation Act (“WIIN”) grant to replace 

approximately 1,400 private-side LSLs. After the WIIN funds are depleted, thousands of 

residences will remain exposed to lead through LSLs unless customers can finance the private-

side replacement or Providence Water changes its practices.  

EPA should investigate Providence Water’s practices and require the utility to take action to 

eliminate any discriminatory effects. Specifically, EPA should direct Providence Water to 

monitor the impacts of its actions on Black, Latinx, and Native American residents and take 

proactive steps to remedy any discriminatory impacts by halting partial LSL replacements and 

instead conducting full LSL replacements for all residents at no cost to homeowners and 

landlords. It also needs to obtain community input to determine the most effective way to 

conduct outreach and education in the affected communities. In doing so, Providence Water 

would be following the example of many other water utilities across the country, including in 

Denver, Colorado; Cincinnati, Ohio; Washington, District of Columbia; Chelsea, Massachusetts; 

Lansing, Michigan; Madison and Green Bay, Wisconsin; and Newark, New Jersey. EPA must 

also ensure any changes in Providence Water’s practices resulting from this complaint do not 

pose any unintended consequences to Black, Latinx, Native American, or other residents, such as 

stopping LSL replacements altogether. 

The following organizations submit this complaint to EPA against Providence Water: 

• Childhood Lead Action Project (“CLAP”) has worked to eliminate childhood lead 

poisoning in Rhode Island through direct parent support, community education, 

and grassroots advocacy since 1992. We want to see every family in the state 

guaranteed a lead-safe place to live and raise their kids. Our Lead-Free Water RI 

campaign, which launched in 2021, was conceived through our coalition 

composed of community members and various non-profit organizations across a 

diverse set of backgrounds who have also contributed to this complaint. 
• The South Providence Neighborhood Association (“SPNA”) is a local 

neighborhood group whose mission is to bring together members of the South 

Providence community in a way that organizes, informs, and empowers residents, 

local businesses & organizations based in the area to form meaningful and long-

term partnerships. SPNA facilitates community inclusiveness, sustainability, 

awareness, investment, and involvement in South Providence in order to promote 

a safe, multicultural, diverse, vibrant neighborhood along with carefully planned 

social, economic, and physical development for its unique urban community. 

SPNA’s vision is to build interest of residents in the welfare of the neighborhood, 

support the improvement of the neighborhood, create awareness of issues that 

affect all residents of the neighborhood, encourage participation of residents in 

neighborhood gatherings and initiatives, and represent the neighborhood and its 

residents in the Greater Providence community. 
• Direct Action for Rights and Equality (“DARE”) has organized low-income 

families living in Rhode Island/ Providence communities of color for social, 

economic, and political justice since 1986. Their organizing has resulted in a 
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variety of successful campaigns including the expansion of health insurance for 

daycare providers, the increase of green spaces, the defeat of a sludge incinerator 

plan for South Providence, and ongoing mutual aid and rent assistance to 

community members during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

• The National Center for Healthy Housing (“NCHH”) is a highly regarded and 

credible change agent dedicated to transforming lives by transforming housing. It 

successfully integrates healthy housing advocacy, evidence-based research, and 

community capacity building to reduce health disparities nationwide by 

addressing their root causes. NCHH has been instrumental in the development and 

implementation of best practices and policies related to lead hazard control over 

the last 30 years. Our staff are widely regarded as international experts on the 

topic of childhood lead poisoning and lead hazard control. 
• Environmental Defense Fund’s (“EDF”) mission is to preserve the natural 

systems on which all life depends. We have more than two million members and a 

staff of 700 scientists, economists, policy experts, and other professionals around 

the world. Guided by science and economics, we find practical and lasting 

solutions to the most serious environmental problems. This commitment has 

drawn us to areas that span the biosphere: climate, energy, oceans, ecosystems, 

and health. The Healthy Communities Program seeks to safeguard human health 

by reducing exposure to toxic chemicals and pollution, including lead. 

 

I. Facts 

A. Exposure to lead in drinking water has well-documented adverse health impacts. 

Exposure to lead presents health risks for everyone. Harm occurs even at very low blood lead 

levels (“BLL”), and EPA has concluded that there is no safe level of exposure to lead.14 Under 

its January 2021 revisions to the Lead and Copper Rule (“LCR”), EPA mandates that water 

utilities include the following statement in its public education materials: 

Exposure to lead in drinking water can cause serious health effects in all age 

groups. Infants and children can have decreases in IQ and attention span. Lead 

exposure can lead to new learning and behavior problems or exacerbate existing 

learning and behavior problems. The children of women who are exposed to lead 

before or during pregnancy can have increased risk of these adverse health 

effects. Adults can have increased risks of heart disease, high blood pressure, 

kidney or nervous system problems.15 

In the United States, BLLs have significantly declined since the 1970s.16 However, lead 

exposures persist. In 2020, 631 children in Rhode Island (3.2% of children screened) had BLLs 

at or above the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention’s (“CDC”) reference value of 5 

μg/dL (“elevated BLLs”) statewide.17 In October 2021, CDC lowered the blood lead reference 

level – the definition of an elevated BLL – from 5 µg/dL to 3.5 µg/dL. This would effectively 

mean that more children have an elevated BLL. The BLL data presented in the complaint uses 

the 5 µg/dL level as a reference point. 
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B. Impacts of lead exposure are disproportionately seen in children of color. 

Like many other public health issues, the impacts of lead exposure are not evenly distributed. 

Despite the substantial reduction in BLLs in the United States,18 the most recent data show that 

an estimated 385,775 children had elevated BLLs (above 5 µg/dL) in 2011-2016.19 While 2.4% 

of non-Hispanic Black children aged 1-5 exceeded this threshold, only 1.5% of non-Hispanic 

white children the same ages exceeded it.20 A recent study analyzing the 1999 to 2010 National 

Health and Nutrition Examination Survey (“NHANES”) data found that African-American Black 

children living in poverty had a 4-fold higher odds of presenting with an elevated BLL compared 

to white or Latinx children.21 Researchers hypothesize this was due to the cumulative effect of 

environmental injustices in the built environment that expose young African-American Black 

children to lead as well as the lack of equitable prevention and intervention measures that center 

race as a risk factor.22 

C. Impacts of exposure to lead are prevalent in Providence Water’s service area. 

In Providence Water’s service area, 360 children had elevated BLLs in 2020 – a 4.5% elevated 

BLL prevalence rate based on the number screened.23 The prevalence rate increased from the 

3.4% prevalence rate in the service area in 2019.24 Note that the total number of children tested 

in 2020 was lower than the number tested in 2019, most likely because of COVID-19 quarantine 

measures. This raises the possibility that the number of children exposed in Providence Water’s 

service area, specifically, might be higher considering the increased time spent at home where 

LSLs and lead-based paint hazards are more common. 

D. Drinking water is a major source of lead exposure. 

Unlike most other drinking water contaminants, lead is typically not present in source waters 

and, therefore, cannot be removed at the water treatment plant. Instead, lead enters drinking 

water by leaching out of pipes, plumbing fixtures, and solder as the water moves from the main 

under the street to residents’ taps. EPA notes that infants who mainly drink mixed formula can, 

on average, receive 40-60% of their lead exposure from drinking water while adults can receive 

20% or more.25 

The Rhode Island Department of Health (“RIDOH”) requires children between 9 and 36 months 

of age to be tested for lead, at least twice within that age range.26 Children between 3-6 years old 

are required to be tested annually if they are continuously exposed to lead in the home or via 

another exposure. Therefore, children younger than 9 months of age are not being tested for lead 

and their blood lead levels go unaccounted for despite being in a critical stage of development 

and despite the possibility of the dependence of formula made with lead contaminated water. 

Consequently, the population most impacted by lead in drinking water are not fully captured in 

the numbers in the prior sections. 

Providence Water stopped using LSLs in 1945 before lead-based paint use stopped. 27 Therefore, 

homes with LSLs are very likely to also have lead-based paint and related dust hazards. Since 

there is no practical means to determine which source – LSLs or lead-based paint – is the source 

of an elevated BLL, a precautionary lens must be taken when assessing Providence Water’s 

elevated lead levels, because they, indeed, are levels residents are being exposed to. 



   
 

7 

Because lead persists in the body for months and years, children can show up as having elevated 

BLLs even if their reliance on infant formula has ended. Therefore, it should not be assumed that 

other lead sources, like paint, are the sole culprit contributing to local elevated BLL prevalence 

rates because lead from multiple sources of exposures compounds in the body and even small 

amounts of lead can cause adverse effects. Thus, the contribution of lead from LSLs should be 

actively addressed along with every other source of lead.  

 

E. LSLs are a significant source of lead in drinking water. 

According to EPA, LSLs are “typically the most significant source of lead in the water” for 

homes connected to an LSL.28 An American Water Works Association Research Foundation 

study funded by EPA found that the average contribution of LSLs to mass measured at the tap 

ranged from 48-57%.29  

 

F. Elevated lead levels in drinking water are a widespread issue in Providence 

Water’s service area. 

Under the LCR regulations, a utility must conduct water sampling to test for lead from homes in 

a way that meets specific criteria to determine its 90th percentile level. This level is used to 

determine if a utility is at or above the lead action level and, therefore, must take specific actions 

outlined in the LCR. One of the criteria for compliance samples to be included in the 90th 

percentile data, under the LCR, is that the first liter of water be drawn and tested after setting at 

least six hours without use.30 

 

In 2005, Providence Water decreased their pH from 10.2 

to 9.7. Unfortunately for customers, this pH change 

resulted in an LCR lead action level exceedance in 2006. 

 

Since then, the utility has exceeded the lead action level 

17 of the last 29 compliance sampling rounds31 even after 

returning to a 10.2 pH and most notably that they 

exceeded the lead action level in 14 out of the last 15 

years up until 2019.32  

 

Figure 2, copied from Providence Water’s 2021 WIIN 

grant application to EPA for LSL replacement, showcases the lead action level exceedances from 

1998 to 2019. Alarmingly, the utility reported in the same grant application to EPA that it was 

recently ranked second on a national lead priority watch list for lead, according to RIDOH, 

although further information about this ranking is not publicly available.33 

 

“In 2018, PW [Providence Water] was 

notified by the [Rhode Island 

Department of Health] that we were 

ranked second on a national priority 

watch list for lead. PW was told that 

this list is an internal document and 

cannot be shared. This information 

was confirmed in writing by EPA 

Region 1.” 

 Providence Water in  

2021 WIIN grant application 
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Figure 2: A visual representation of Providence Water’s 90th percentile lead level history for 

sampling periods between 1991 to 2019. 34 

 
Source: Providence Water, Providence Water Supply Board’s Lead Service Line Replacement Program for 

Disadvantaged Communities - Revised Application.  

 

The elevated lead levels continue. Providence Water recently updated its “Lead and Drinking 

Water” webpage to include 2020 data. They exceeded the lead action level for the second half of 

2020. The utility has now exceeded the lead action level 15 of the last 16 years.35  

 

G. Water samples from homes with LSLs have elevated lead levels in drinking 

water. 

Providence Water reports that LSL installation was discontinued in 1945.36 Today, many of these 

LSLs remain distributed across the utility’s service area.  

 

Customers can visit Providence Water’s website to find out whether their home has a public-

side, private-side, or full LSL through the utility’s interactive LSL map. A “public-side LSL” 

describes the part of the service line from the water main to the curb stop; a “private-side LSL” 

describes the part of the LSL from the curb stop to the house meter; and a “full LSL” describes 

the entire service line from the water main to the house meter. A depiction of an LSL is visually 

presented in Figure 1 above.  

 

Within the utility’s service area, there are more than 27,000 LSLs with: 

• 10,800 suspected full LSLs;  

• 16,400 suspected private-side LSLs; and  
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• 350 suspected public-side LSLs.37 

 

In response to a public records request, Providence Water provided CLAP with 2020 and 2021 

sample data. Of the 293 samples in the July-December 2020 data set: 

• 41 samples were at or above the lead action level. 

o 33 of the 41 samples came from homes labeled as having a lead “pipe type” 

although it is unclear if “pipe type” refers to a public-side LSL, private-side LSL, 

or a full LSL.38 

 

Of the 309 samples in the January-June 2021 90th percentile data set: 

• 11 samples tested at or above the lead action level . 

a. 10 of the 11 samples came from homes labeled as having a lead “pipe type” 

although it is unclear if “pipe type” refers to a public-side LSL, private-side LSL, 

or a full LSL came from homes connected to an LSL. Two separate samples 

above the lead action level came from one home.39 

 

Such high lead levels highlight the problem LSLs pose and amount of lead residents are exposed 

to through their drinking water. Providence Water admits they “routinely see first draw samples 

in excess of 100 ppb” in their water samples and that a majority of analyzed samples with high 

lead levels result from homes with LSLs.40 

 

H. Providence Water’s separate sampling program further demonstrates the 

problem of LSLs. 

Providence Water sees similar problems with LSLs in the samples taken by customers who 

participate in the utility’s free tap water sampling, which is distinct from their LCR compliance 

sampling discussed in the prior section. As with LCR 90th percentile samples, customers must 

allow the water to sit overnight. However, these samples are not included in Providence Water’s 

90th percentile level data sets because only half a liter of water is drawn, as opposed to the 

required one liter.41 An additional sample, which is also a half-liter, is taken after a five-minute 

flush as part of the utility’s free tap water sampling, for a total of two samples taken per home 

every time a home is sampled.  Generally, the five-minute flush sample represents the water that 

was in the water main and flowed past the LSL without sitting in it overnight. 

 

Data from July-December 2020 reveal the significance of the risk posed by LSLs: 42 

• Of the 1087 samples tested (usually two for each home), 127 were at or above the lead 

action level (79 first draw samples and 48 five-minute flush samples). 

• 110 samples came from homes with confirmed LSLs (65 first draw samples and 45 five-

minute flush samples) 

• 9 samples tested above 100 ppb: 115 ppb (twice), 118 ppb (twice), 149 ppb, 193 ppb, 342 

ppb, 430 ppb,43 and 653 ppb.  

• 8 of the 9 samples over 100 ppb were first draw samples. 

o 4 of these samples came from four separate homes connected only to a private-

side LSL. 

o 3 of the samples came from two homes connected to a full LSL (multiple samples 

were taken on different days from one of the two homes). 
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o 1 sample came from a home connected a public-side copper service line and an 

unlabeled private-side service line. 

o 1 sample came from a home connected to a full copper service line. 

 

Most of the samples that tested over 100 ppb were first draw samples. Such high levels are 

shocking. A permanent solution – fully replacing LSLs – is needed to address such high levels. 

 

Unlike the July-December 2020 data set, the January-June 2021 data set did not contain any 

samples that tested over 100 ppb for lead. As shown in Figure 2, lower lead levels are typical for 

Providence Water the January-June cycle, most likely because of cooler water temperature. 

Although this is good, there were still 25 samples that were at or above the lead action level, with 

the highest sample testing at 77 ppb, which is still concerning. Moreover, levels under the lead 

action level are also of concern because the lead action level is not a health-based threshold. 

 

I. Providence Water’s latest corrosion control strategy does not eliminate lead 

exposure in drinking water. 

In an attempt to prevent lead from leaching into the water, Providence Water worked with an 

expert panel to develop a new corrosion control strategy for their distribution area.44 The 

corrosion control strategy involves the use of orthophosphate, which creates a coating on the 

inside of LSLs that is meant to prevent lead from leaching into the water. Providence Water’s 

2021 WIIN grant application describes this corrosion control strategy, noting that a partial 

system demonstration study was conducted between March 2014 and December 2019 to 

determine the efficacy of orthophosphate in their distribution system.45 Providence Water’s 

website states indicates that system-wide orthophosphate application began October 2020,46 but 

they include in the WIIN grant application that it can take up to 20-30 years for a fully stable 

crystalline scale to form on the pipes.47  

Further, while the establishment of an effective corrosion control system is important for a utility 

to maintain, it does not eliminate the leaching of lead. Several studies have shown that lead 

continues to unpredictably leach from LSLs even under corrosion control.48 This corrosion 

control strategy, although important, should not be used as justification to ignore increased lead 

levels that may result from partial replacements done by Providence Water. 

J. Providence Water conducts regular infrastructure work on its water mains that 

increases the risk of elevated lead levels in drinking water. 

Providence Water regularly conducts maintenance on its water mains. This infrastructure work 

often includes replacing or cleaning and lining the water main, which disrupt LSLs attached to it. 

This disturbance can lead to increased lead levels in drinking water.49  

When encountering an LSL attached to the main, Providence Water’s standard practice is to only 

replace the public-side LSL. The utility explicitly documents this practice in its Water Main 

Rehabilitation Project Overview noting that during water main cleaning and lining work 

Providence Water “remove[s] and replace[s] any lead service lines in the street with copper 

piping.”50 These partial replacements also occur when the utility conducts water main 
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replacements, where “all lead service lines are replaced from the new main to the curb line 

valve.”51 

K. Partial LSLs exacerbate lead exposure in drinking water. 

The best way to ensure residents whose homes are connected to LSLs are not adversely impacted 

by construction work on water mains is to fully replace the entire LSL. EPA recently 

acknowledged as much by requiring in its 2021 Lead and Copper Rule revision that utilities that 

exceed a lead action level of 15 parts per billion receive credit only for fully replacing LSLs.52  

Rather than conduct full LSL replacements, Providence Water, like too many utilities across the 

country, conducts partial LSL replacements (see Figure 1 for a visual representation of a partial 

LSL). Such practices are included in Providence Water’s Water Main Rehabilitation Project 

Overview handout in Figure 3. 
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Figure 3: A portion of Providence Water’s Water Main Rehabilitation Project Overview 

handout. 

Source: Providence Water, Water Main Rehabilitation Project Overview. 
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Research shows that partial LSL replacements can significantly increase drinking water lead 

levels in the ensuing months after the replacement, even up to 6 months.53 EPA’s Science 

Advisory Board (“SAB”) concluded a decade ago that partial LSL replacements, indeed, cause 

short-term lead level increases for up to several months.54 The SAB also noted that the 

magnitude and duration of these increased lead levels after partial LSL replacements depend on 

multiple factors, including: 

• the extent of disturbance of the LSL; 

• the quantity and characteristics of the deposits in the LSL and downstream plumbing 

materials;  

• the chemistry of the local water supply, including treatment to control corrosion;  

• biological activity; 

• localized corrosion, and more.55  

 

While both partial LSL and full LSL replacements produce an increased risk of short-term 

elevated lead levels in drinking water, the SAB found that “[i]n water distribution systems 

optimized for corrosion control, full [LSL replacements] ha[ve] been shown to be a generally 

effective method in achieving long-term reductions in drinking water [lead] levels.”56 Because of 

the varying factors outlined above, SAB deduced that “[partial LSL replacements] have not been 

shown to be reliably effective in reducing drinking water [lead] levels.”57 Thus, from a lead 

exposure prevention standpoint, this conclusion must be assumed to be the case in Providence 

Water’s service area unless there is compelling evidence that partial LSL replacements 

conducted by the utility result in long-term lead level reductions in drinking water. 

 

L. Providence Water has a loan program to facilitate private-side LSL 

replacement. 

Providence Water also has a voluntary 10-year, 0% interest loan program for homeowners and 

landlords whose homes are connected to an LSL. The utility uses the loan program as a way for 

these customers to avoid the increased risk of exposure to lead when they undergo a public-side 

LSL replacement, because of water main infrastructure work performed by the utility. 

Through this program, homeowners and landlords pay the cost of private-side LSL replacement 

with the assurance that the cost will not exceed $4,500.58 The cost of the public-side replacement 

is covered by the utility’s use of funds paid by customers as part of their rates.59 On average, 

private-side LSL replacements cost an average of $3,800 for loan participants.60 The utility notes 

that “90% of all [private-side] replacement costs are $4,500 or less.”61  

The utility’s water bills also contain a few sentences instructing customers to call the utility or to 

visit their website if they are interested in participating in the loan program to replace the private-

side LSL connected to their home, which is seen in Figure 4. 
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Figure 4: A photograph of an anonymous customer’s Providence Water bill promoting the 

utility’s 10-year, 0% interest LSL replacement loan program.62 

   
Source: An anonymous Providence Water customer. 

 

Additionally, their website has three publicly available educational LSL handouts, two of which 

also promote the loan program.63 The handout titled Should I Replace My Lead Service Line? 

(see Figure 5) explicitly states that “[a]s the property owner, you are responsible for the cost of 

replacing the private-side portion of the water service line” making it clear that private-side LSL 

replacement is the property owner’s (i.e. homeowner’s or landlord’s) responsibility.64 
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Figure 5: A portion of Providence Water’s Should I Replace My Lead Service Line? handout. 

 
Source: Providence Water, Should I Replace My Lead Service Line? 

 

Phone calls are another opportunity Providence Water uses to promote their loan program. The 

utility’s WIIN application notes they provide six months’ worth of filters after conducting a 

partial LSL replacement or a full LSL replacement.65 They add that they provide free kits for 

customers to take water samples for an analysis of lead levels post-replacement, either partial or 

full.66  

The results are mailed to customers and calls are made to discuss the test results when there are 

15 ppb exceedances to alert affected customers and residents of their elevated levels, identify 

potential causes of the levels, and share information about LSLs and household plumbing lead 

sources as well as exposure reduction techniques.67 These are calls Providence Water uses to 

“strongly encourage homeowners to remove their private side lead service lines.”68 

M. Providence Water’s loan program is financially inaccessible to many residents. 

Providence Water’s 10-year, 0% interest loan program, while helpful, is seriously flawed 

because it is out-of-reach for homeowners and landlords that lack the financial ability to 

participate in the program. A private-side LSL replacement at the maximum cost of $4,500, over 

a 10-year period, amounts to $37.50/month, a new, often unanticipated charge, that many 

customers cannot afford.  
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Figure 6: Providence Water’s 10-year, 0% interest LSL replacement loan program webpage. 

 
Source: Providence Water, “Lead and Drinking Water” webpage. 

 

Providence Water recognizes the problem. It repeatedly notes in their 2021 WIIN grant 

application that their loan program is still not always financially feasible for their customers, 

including those who were initially interested.69 According to Providence Water’s 2021 WIIN 

grant application to EPA, 335 customers received estimates in 2019 to replace the private-side 

LSLs at their homes through the loan program but chose not to engage due to financial 

constraints.70 

Despite being aware of the loan program’s unaffordability for many customers, Providence 

Water continues to expect homeowners and landlords to pay for the private-side LSL 

replacement and even uses language that blames them for elevated lead levels in their water if 

they don’t replace the LSLs connected to their homes. The “Should I Replace My Lead Service 

Line?” and “What Should I Expect After Construction?” handouts available on the utility’s 

website include the following language regarding partial replacements:  

“If you choose not to replace your portion of the lead service line, it will continue to 

contribute lead at your tap. Following construction lead levels may be higher and the 

elevated lead levels may last longer than if you had a full lead service line 

replacement.”71  

If homeowners and landlords only had a public-side LSL replacement done instead of a full 

replacement, in the first place, it is likely due to lack of affordability. The Maternal and Child 

Health Bureau (“MCHB”) reports that there is “a large percentage of the population with 

incomes above the poverty level who have a difficult time meeting the high costs of housing, 

utilities, food, childcare, and health care in [Rhode Island].”72 Thus, there are already many 


